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Summary: 


“You were looking for an excuse to speak to him anyways, and I gave it to 
you,” Aphrodite rolls her eyes, disregarding most of his words, and handing 
Apollo her wine glass in order to pull a mirror out of her bag, checking her 
lipstick. He resists the urge to spill it over her dress. “And, he asked me for 
help, even left me offerings. Why wouldn’t I take a chance to make two 
negatives a positive?” 


“He left you dinner leftovers.” 


Aphrodite waves it off. “Same thing, really. My children keep leaving me 
make-up and chocolate. Other people leave flowers. They’re sweet, but at 
least Percy Jackson offers something less habitual. I hate boredom.” 


“You love chaos, and plotting, like with Reyna,” Apollo translates, and 
starts drinking her wine because, what in Hades, might as well. He needs a 
drink. “So I was a negative that needed fixing?” 


“You are, yes,” she nods, no remorse to it, and Apollo wonders why he 
decided to go through with this. 


Percy gets himself into a tough situation, Apollo helps. Love ensues, and 
it's only slightly Aphrodite's fault. 
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1. Chapter 1 


Author's Note: 


hello!! this is just a fic i've been writing for a while now for fun, and i 
actually haven't touched that wip in a while, but i thought i would 
upload it anyways! just some fake dating and then kiss kiss fall in love 
shaenanigans. i apologize if anyone is OOC or something like that, 
since it's been a while since i read the heroes of olympus series, and 
only recently picked up trials of apollo, which are a whole load of fun! 


anyways, hope you enjoy! i don't know when i might update this, but if 
you guys like it, i might feel like writing more for it :) many thanks to 
my friend sally, who i roped into this ship, and then into reading all of 
rick riordan's books. she beta’ed this! i regret nothing. lots of love owo 


Percy’s loose screws make him snap exactly three weeks before Saturnalia, 
during Thanksgiving, dooming him faster than Hera could plant cow shit 
for him to step on. 


He should be home, really, braiding his little sister's hair, stuffing himself 
with his mom's blue chocolate chip cookies, begging Paul for help spell 
checking his college papers due next year, but it's a long trip from Berkeley 
to New York. Percy took way too long to decide whether he was staying or 
not, so there were no seats left for him to take in New Rome's offered, safe, 
demigod-proof, end-of-the-year transports. And he couldn’t exactly fly 
there, unless he wanted to get home smelling like deep-fried demigod and 
missing a few limbs. 


He wasn't happy about it, sure, but it also wasn't the end of the world 
(again), so he sucked it up with a very reasonable line of thought: was it 
going to be awkward? Yes, sort of, because he’s aware he’s been standoff- 
ish for a while now. Is it because he’s single and Annabeth isn’t? Not at all. 
It’s hard to harbor harsh feelings against her, or about a relationship they 
both fought so hard to make work. It’s been around two years now, even 
though it simultaneously feels like it was forever ago and like it happened 


yesterday. Either way, Percy’s learned to be fine with it, and with her 
moving on better than he did. 


For some inexplicable reason, though, no one seemed to believe it, at least 
coming from him. When he let Annabeth know he'd be spending the 
holidays with them, Piper’s mouth dropped open, and Hazel had been kind 
enough to ask later, in private, if he’d really be fine with them loving it up 
in front of his salad. He can't really blame them for worrying, since the first 
two months or so after the breakup he was an absolute mess, but so was 
Annabeth, and they weren't bugging her about her feelings regarding the 
death of their relationship. 


He'd like to believe that it's because he's single and she's not, but it's fairly 
obvious that all his friends believe Percy to be the more emotional one out 
of the two of them. And they aren't wrong to assume that; Percy's pretty 
confident that he doesn't bottle up his feelings nearly as much as Annabeth 
does, even if he’s as bad as her at coping — although Piper has clearly 
helped her out with that — but it still kinda sucks to be looked at as if he's 
going to break into tears at the sight of them holding hands or something. 
As if the three of them aren't close friends. 


Grover is the only one who believes him, bless his hooves, but he's all the 
way in Camp Half-Blood, which means Percy is the only one in New Rome 
that doesn't secretly think he's depressed. Frank seems to be on his side, sort 
of, but it’s hard to tell. 


The conversation that leads to him saying the stupidest thing he could have 
wasn't even that bad in comparison to others he's had over the last few 
months, but it followed catching Hazel and Frank taking down mistletoe 
and Will expertly keeping Percy from saying a word to Piper for about an 
hour, so his mantra of 'they just mean well, don't get stressed out' was pretty 
worn down by the time their meal was ending, and the subject of what he 
was up to nowadays came up. Will, Nico, Leo, and Calypso were all 
visiting, since they had their own end-of-the-year plans, so Percy was trying 
to focus on enjoying their company instead of the least desirable aspects of 
everyone still trying not to step on eggshells around him. It didn’t last. 


"Well, more of the same" he shrugs, to which Annabeth sends him a 
searching look, cuddling up to Piper’s side. The sight makes him grin, a bit 
sheepish, which promptly has Will leaving for the bathroom, as if he 
doesn’t want to witness his pain. "Graduation isn’t that far but classes are 
still turning my brain into mush." 


"T thought it already was," Nico snorts, and Percy kicks him under the table, 
not even sorry when he chokes on his drink. "Hey!" 


Piper takes over with little more than an eye roll, sending an amused, 
knowing look towards Percy, the light making her eyes almost as green as 
his. "The swimming team is still overexcited?" 


"They sent me an invite to their Thanksgiving dinner," Percy frowns, 
looking at his empty plate. He doesn’t like the way everyone’s watching 
him like a hawk, making him the center of attention, and it makes him wish 
he had taken the invite to heart, if this is how it’s going. "I dunno, they’re 
very nice, but a little too enthusiastic about me, and it’s been like two 
years." 


"They’re anxious because you didn’t join right away, and you don’t stay 
during breaks for extra practice," Frank comments, offering Percy a smile, 
but his following words are far more sinister than he means to imply. "I'm 
sure they mean well with all the questions, even if it is a little... invasive." 


A shiver goes down his spine, thinking of how several members of the 
swim team are also members of his fanclub, and Percy shakes his head. "I 
guess, but I don’t know how stealing my towels helps." 


Hazel bursts out laughing, startling Frank so hard he jumps, but she's been 
doing that a lot— apparently, alcohol is not her friend, and being tipsy 
makes her giggly, which means Frank is struggling not to melt out of 
overwhelming cuteness. It puts a smile over Percy's lips, which, 
unexpectedly, falls the second Leo decides to open his mouth, the quiet 
conversation he was having with Calypso seemingly over. 


Percy isn't angry at him for asking. Really, he's not, Leo had a few beers 
and a lot of candy, and he has the same troublemaker streak Percy does, 


plus the tricky ADHD of a lot of demigods, so he can't really say he was 
carefully considering the question at all before it escaped his lips. 


"So, have you met someone new yet?" 


The whole table seems to freeze for a solid five seconds, and the silence is 
only interrupted by Hazel giggling and Nico awkwardly coughing into his 
fist. Annabeth glares at Leo as if she wants to judo flip him over the table, 
while Calypso looks like she might just break up with him on the spot. 


Percy, for his part, is just really tired. "Ah, I mean, I don't really—" 


Leo is clearly far drunker than he looks, since he doesn't notice the death 
glares he's getting, and just keeps asking more questions. "Didn't a girl ask 
you out the other day? She was kinda cute. And blonde, I’ve noticed they’re 
your type." 


Piper grabs Annabeth's wrist before she can throw her glass at him, or 
worse, open her mouth, and shoots him her own nasty look. If he were Leo, 
Percy would already be dead— being on the bad side of the two of them is 
not a good idea. He feels tense, and like the air around them is a mix 
between hostile, awkward, and something that will probably be hilarious in 
ten years, but as it is, Percy just feels annoyance creeping up on him. 


"Wasn't interested, you know?" he forces out, trying not to frown too much, 
and Leo nods in understanding, leaning back on his chair and seemingly 
dropping the subject. Percy relaxes, then, ready to forget about this little 
incident, his patience wearing thin, but Will decides this is the ideal time to 
come back from the bathroom, taking his seat next to Nico and directly in 
front of him, just to speak a death sentence. 


"Hey, you know what I just remembered? One of my older sisters said she 
thought you were really cute, and I think you guys would get along." 
Oblivious to Percy dying inside and the three women face palming around 
him, as well as Nico’s look of panic. Will continues, making Percy descent 
deeper into madness. He's starting to miss Tartarus. “Nico told me you’ve 
looked a little lonely lately, so I thought, you know, mingling and meeting 


new people might be good, I could introduce you two next time you come 
over to camp, have a chat—" 


Percy does not make himself responsible for the words that come out of his 
mouth. "I'm already seeing someone, actually." 


Will snaps his mouth shut, teeth clicking together, and everyone's stare falls 
on him— even Hazel looks stunned, and Percy's sure she has no idea what 
they're talking about. 


Leo seems confused. "You just told me you weren't, though?" 


"I lied," Percy starts digging his own grave, instead of playing it off as a 
joke, fight or flight instinct kicking in. He might be tipsy as well, though he 
doesn’t recall drinking enough to say things this dumb. "I didn't want to say 
anything yet. It's pretty... new." 


Annabeth is squinting at him like she can tell he's spewing bullshit. Her 
tone shows she's skeptical. "Really?" 


Percy shrugs, and avoids looking at Nico and her both— lying to him is 
harder than lying to Annabeth sometimes, because Annabeth is biased, 
while Nico can probably smell a lie from a hundred miles away, but they’re 
both equally terrifying. And Will, well, Percy doesn’t know why he’s not 
calling him out, but he assumes it’s because he’s a fascinating train wreck to 
watch. 


He looks at Leo instead, grimacing. "It's a blond." 


Leo bursts out laughing like Percy just said the funniest thing ever. Though, 
there's something maniacal about it, almost spilling the Pepsi he’s drinking 
to sober up, as if he knows Percy is in some deep shit. Hazel follows his 
lead with a few chuckles, but she doesn’t seem too sure about it, and Piper 
doesn't look amused at all; the way she tilts her head means trouble. 


"Do we know her?" 


Percy suddenly remembers who her mom is and wants to run. "Er, no." 


Everyone stares at him, expecting him to elaborate, but he's frozen. His lie 
is starting to register in his brain, but now he can't back down, or they 
would think there's actually something making him desperate enough to say 
stuff like this, other than their overprotective nagging. He's sweating like he 
just spent the whole day fighting, despite the chillness of the room. Calypso 
and Frank blinking at him like he just grew another head doesn't help. 


He's about to open his mouth, let out another lie, when he's saved by the 
doorbell, and everyone forgets about him in their haste to greet Thalia and 
Reyna. No one bothers to fill them in on the conversation they just had, but 
Percy can tell he's in trouble from the way Annabeth makes eye contact and 
raises an eyebrow at him from across the room. He manages to pretend he 
forgot about it, as conversation with the girls picks up, and he practically 
glues himself to Reyna’s side with the excuse of asking her how she's doing 
lately, if she misses camp, in order to give himself some space to breathe. 
The night eventually ends, and the thought of tomorrow seems daunting. 


Obviously, the girls won't believe him. He wouldn't expect less, and Leo 
probably doesn't see anything odd about it yet because he's drunk, but at 
least Hazel and Frank are too preoccupied with each other to question him 
right now. Though they might over the next few days. He considers coming 
clean when Thalia makes a joke about her and Reyna being the only one not 
getting action, ever, but he meets Calypso’s eyes and decides that he doesn't 
want to do this tonight— to prove how far he’s fallen. 


Annabeth hugs him on his way out the door, and he goes pale, since she 
takes it as a chance to whisper in his ear. "Can't wait to meet her." 


Percy makes a sound between terrified and nervous, which is probably in 
his top five most embarrassing moments, right after being turned into a 
guinea pig. Once, he found a scary Annabeth to be the most attractive thing 
on the planet. Now, he's shaking like he just came out of a nightmare, one 
of the nasty ones where he’s drowning. 


Love is a funny thing, for sure, and it insists on screwing him over. Curse 
Aphrodite, he thinks, as he makes his way back to his apartment, but he 
stops and makes a detour to Temple Hill, heading straight to Venus' temple, 
leaving dessert leftovers as offerings in hopes she might feel sorry enough 


for him to actually deliver a girl he can at least take on a few dates with 
genuine interest, even if it's not meant to be love, and get him out of this 
mess. He wouldn't usually do something this desperate, but he's not in his 
right mind, still tipsy, embarrassed, and slightly lost in life. 


Months later, he'll realize she got him something... better, yet worse. It 
depends on your opinion on the term ‘divine intervention’. 


2. Chapter 2 


Notes for the Chapter: 


thank you all for the nice comments! i was really happy to see this idea 
wasn't too out-there, and that several someones were interested in 
seeing more, so i decided to open up that wip, look at my friend sally's 
notes, and polish up to upload a second chapter. 


i hope you enjoy it! 


Percy is harassed about his imaginary hook-up for a week before something 
happens. The digging mostly comes from Annabeth and Piper, as Will and 
Nico left for New York the next day (shadow travel sure is handy) and 
Calypso doesn't seem to want to broach the subject with him, but it's still 
intense and exhausting, because his only defense about not even telling 
them the girl's name is that he's ‘not sure about it. 


Leo and Frank are more casual, in the sense that Leo actually apologizes for 
making it awkward and Frank wishes him luck, but Hazel looks at him with 
such worry that it actually somehow makes him feel guiltier, like there was 
a part of him that already wasn’t. Thalia and Reyna steer clear of it, having 
found out at some point from Annabeth and leaving in the middle of the 
week, but as they do, Thalia makes eye-contact with him and finger-guns 
her own head. It almost hurts from how accurate it is. 


He's desperate enough to not immediately turn down flirts from random 
people that come up to him when he's trying to study, work, or train, 
including swimming team folks. Which... inspires a wave of strangers that 
want a piece of Hero of Olympus ass to harass him. It makes him hide in his 
dad’s temple for longer than he'd like to admit. He doesn't pray to him, 
because it'd be kinda weird to say ‘hey dad, so, I sorta said I had a 
girlfriend, when I actually don't, and I would appreciate some support, 
thanks'. Though Percy doubts he would judge. If anything, were the gods to 
find out about this, they'd probably have a field day and laugh at how far 
he's fallen from grace. Athena would personally watch his every move just 


to have her daily dose of hating him, he's sure, and Ares would not let him 
live it down. The last thing he wants are godly visits. 


..Which is the thought that totally jinxes him into running straight into 
Lester Papadopoulos — also known as Apollo, sure — on his way back to his 
apartment, trying to run away from a Set of twin sisters from Venus that 
have been making eyes at him all day. They're scarier than the Minotaur, if 
his memory serves right. 


Neither of them was expecting the impact, of course, so there's a wonderful 
moment of tripping, cursing, apologies, and holding on to each other in 
panic, until Percy somehow finds himself clinging to the lapels of Apollo's 
winter jacket and Apollo is holding him by the shoulders. 


"Percy," he says, shooting a bewildered look down at him. "Uh, were you 
looking for a hug?" 


Percy ignores the part of his brain that craves physical contact as it fights 
with his claustrophobia and takes a step back, untangling himself from 
Apollo, not trying to hide a grimace. "Sorry, I'm in, ah, a bit of a hurry. 
Didn’t know you were in town." 


Apollo looks over Percy's shoulder, no doubt catching sight of his pursuers, 
and pulls a face that screams he knows what kind of mess Percy's pulled 
himself into, because his friends are nosy, gossipy meddlers. 


"I see," Apollo pulls a tone like he sees way too much for his taste, glancing 
over Percy with a critical eye, as if wondering where his loose screws are 
and if he can get Leo to replace them. He'd like to know the same. "Do you 
need an escort home, then?" 


"No," Percy blurts out, then hears steps behind him that could have easily 
just been people passing them by, but it creates tension and paranoia in his 
body anyways, shoulders coming up to his ears. "I mean yes, actually. 
You'll do as people repellant." 


"Well, that hurt," Apollo shrugs, clearly not hurt at all by the comment, and 
proceeds, uninvited, to grab Percy's elbow and turn him in the direction of 


his place. "What, are you going to stand here all day?" 
It's awkward. 


Despite Apollo's continuous visits ever since he spent six months living as a 
mortal, which range from once every week or two for a day to an 
uninterrupted weekend in a month, they haven't really been... close. There's 
been a lot on Percy's plate and schedule, enough not to add in a note to 
remind himself to hang out with the newly immortalized god that all his 
friends seem to like a lot for the last, oh, three or four years. Yes, that's a 
long time. No, he doesn't feel good about it, because it gets like this when 
they're left alone now. 


Here's the thing: Apollo's actually really nice now. And genuinely fun to 
hang with. And he's dropped his expectation of everyone stopping to listen 
to him or do everything for him, hasn't brought quests or dangerous 
requests along for any of them, and has overall been a stand-up guy who 
can actually give Annabeth a run for her money at Scrabble on a good day — 
a side effect of playing so much against Athena, apparently — and Percy, 
well... 


He's been told he's become unapproachable and volatile. Not in a violent 
manner, but in an 'T'm-too-stressed-and-tired-and-traumatized-to-function' 
kind of way. Although, his landlord would probably disagree, considering 
that time when he made the plumbing in the building burst accidentally. It's 
the same struggle he had before Camp Half-Blood and the demigod 
business: he's away from his family, he feels like he sticks out, and school is 
absolutely destroying him. Not to say everything is bad; his friends are 
supportive and understand he's trying, he's doing all-right with classes, and 
the swim team loves him. Most importantly, despite the unexpected twist of 
his breakup with Annabeth, they're getting along as good as ever. Fighting 
less than they have... since they met, probably. 


But he's still always in a damp mood, because his sleep schedule is non- 
existent, and Apollo, despite his attempts, hasn't managed to get enough 
one-on-one with Percy in order to figure him out when he's in one of those 
moods. Mostly because Percy keeps brushing him off, not wanting to force 
him to hang around his misery cloud when he seems to be good at being 


optimistic now that he's not in danger of being killed by a talking giant 
snake hogging the power of prophecy. 


Still, Apollo tries to fill the silence, and complains rather loudly but fondly 
about Meg being in that phase where all she can think about is male dryads 
and how to make her trees even bigger. It's a careful attempt at a neutral 
conversation topic, mindless enough that Percy can throw himself in it as a 
distraction from his exhaustion, his awkwardness, and the loaded week he's 
had. 


"...really, if that Joshua doesn't compromise, I'll make, like a nice flower 
crown out of him, or something, and then put that on Meg's head," Apollo 
pauses, as if actually considering it. "Huh—" 


"Don't," Percy finds it in himself to grin, rolling his eyes, though he knows 
it looks forced, from the way Apollo's eyes linger thoughtfully on it. "I 
think Meg can handle it, and Lu— I'm sure she'll put a word in." 


Apollo stares at him as if disappointed he's not encouraging him to — 
although not seriously — turn the dryad into an adomment, or he might just 
be disappointed at Percy's lack of energy, only mustering a nod and a hum 
in response, clasping his hands together awkwardly before looking away 
from him. 


They walk all the way up to the apartment door of Percy's place, even 
though Apollo could have left him at the entrance of the building. It's not 
even that many flights up, since New Rome has mostly abstained from 
making huge structures, even in the expansion of the last few years under 
Frank and Hazel, but for some reason, Percy doesn't question it, and in a 
tiny corner of his mind, welcomes the company. 


That is, until Apollo decides to ask. 
"Percy, can we talk for a second?" 
In and of itself, it's a fairly simple, non-urgent request, but it automatically 


activates his fight-or-flight instinct, making him tense up again. Apollo 
stands, his posture awkward as if restraining himself from reaching out, 


touching him, and telling him to relax, instead letting Percy take a deep 
breath, in and out. 


It's the better, smart choice. "I guess it depends on what you want to talk 
about." 


"Well, no quests," Apollo doesn't recoil at his dry tone, which is more than 
most people that aren't close to him these days can say. "A little dove told 
me about the uh, predicament you got yourself into. I was wondering if 
you're alright." 


"You—" Percy starts, feeling his anger rise, but he restrains it before it can 
escape him and make his word-processing ability decline, thus avoiding 
snapping. But only by a little. He frowns instead, shaking his head. "Who 
told you about it?" 


"Piper," Apollo answers in a heartbeat, unblinking. It occurs to Percy that 
none of this is fake bravado; as Lester, Apollo was always nervous-looking, 
squeamish, even if less so at the end of his trials, but once he regained his 
godhood and somehow found a place between Olympus and demigods, he 
became confident again, without being too arrogant. It's another reason 
Percy regrets not hanging around him more often. "You probably know 
they're all skeptical, and they don't want to intrude, but—" 


"But you do?" Percy asks the question without any real heat, but Apollo still 
winces, looking like he's hating it just as much. "Why?" 


Apollo shrugs. "I know we're not really that close, but I think I speak for 
everyone when I say that this behavior is... worrying. No one wants to see 
you like this. Also, Annabeth’s been driving Piper crazy over you for ages, 
which means she’s complaining to me about it when I visit, which means 
Meg wants to hear about it, too, and I’m trying not to let this information 
spread as far as Palm Springs, and eventually Olympus, for your sake." 


It occurs to Percy that they're having a very private conversation in the 
middle of the hallway, so he opens his door and beckons Apollo inside, 
even asking him if he'd like something to drink. He doesn't, and sits on the 
couch while Percy gets water for himself, as a means to cool off. They sit 


side by side, a respectable distance away, and Percy, perhaps because he's 
too tired to lie, finds himself shrugging, staring at his hands, and keeping to 
himself how much he appreciates him not blabbing about it to everyone. 
Especially other gods. 


"Well, I'm getting a little tired of their scrutiny," he says, his voice full of 
defeat. "I know they mean well, but it's... I just need to push through it. 
Pushing me into romance doesn't help." 


Apollo raises a disbelieving eyebrow. "Is that why you pushed yourself into 
it instead?" 


Percy scoffs, his cheeks heating. "Listen, I was tipsy." 


"IT seem to recall Piper telling me she didn't see you grab a second beer," 
Apollo seems to be holding back his amusement, but he's failing quite 
spectacularly at it. His eyes, blue as the summer sky, are kind, though, so 
Percy can’t be mad at it. "If I'm being honest with you, I feel compelled to 
help. Perhaps I could offer some uh, professional guidance? Or if you're 
really determined, find you a date that won't eat you? I know some very 
nice dryads— well, if you like them pointy, or gooey, I guess..." 


"Why, though?" Percy frowns, his words almost accusing, so he takes 
another deep breath, trying to soften his tone. "I mean, not to be ungrateful, 
but your interest is sort of... out of the blue." 


Apollo looks panicked for a second, and then resigned, which never means 
anything good, in Percy’s experience. "Well, Aphrodite — or, Venus, actually 
— told me about how you left offerings for her, suggesting I'd know 
something about it, fishing for gossip, and that was about the most out of 
character thing I've heard about you ever since you were born, so..." 


Percy blinks, his anger failing to come up before his critical thoughts, for 
once. "Wait, she's the one sending all these people to ask me out?" 


"Uh, duh," Apollo tilts his head, pausing at his own response. "I'm spending 
too much time with Meg, but yes. What did you expect? You asked the love 


goddess for a date, you've saved Olympus twice, she’s clearly liked you for 
a while— of course she'd jump at the chance to pair you up.” 


“Oh, gods,” Percy mumbles, paling. Apollo makes a sound like he agrees, 
continuing. 


“T've been trying to come down here for the last week to talk to you about it, 
actually, because I wouldn’t wish Aphrodite's or Venus' attention on 
anyone, but she’s been pestering me so much I couldn’t find a chance to run 
away until yesterday.” Apollo stifles a frustrated sigh, shaking his head. “I 
have no idea why she decided to share her plans regarding you with me, but 
they just made me even more nervous. And then, I had to track you down, 
but you seem to just disappear whenever you feel like it.” 


“T hang out at Neptune’s temple,” Percy says, but his mind is elsewhere, 
cogs turning with this new information, so he doesn’t really process 
Apollo’s response to that, watching his mouth move, but the words don’t 
sink in. 


The knowledge that Aphrodite has her eye on him yet again makes him 
sweat more than fighting a hydra would, and he stares at Apollo's genuinely 
concerned expression. He takes a moment to soak the sight in, as if 
processing for the first time today he's actually speaking to him for a 
prolonged period of time in what must have been at least a couple months. 
It makes him feel terrible about how much he’s brushed him off, since he’s 
been putting so much effort into mending relationships and regretting his 
past choices, all with the face and body of a mortal no older than Percy 
himself, perhaps even a year younger. 


Apollo's lightly modified Lester Papadopoulos' body over the years, to 
make himself feel like he was better representing himself: gone was the 
acne, his nose sat straighter, but most of the changes could be attributed to 
the fact that Apollo's been aging himself up, at least in this form, as if to 
keep up with all of them. He got fit, mostly the normal way according to 
Coach Hedge, and his features got sharper all on their own, from what he 
can gather, his skin taking on a golden tan. His shoulders had filled out 
nicely, and he now rose a few inches taller than Percy. 


In short, Lester Papadopoulos got hot. Not that he was ever ugly as much as 
he was a mess, and most likely cursed by Zeus into the acne. He looks 
closer to a Baywatch lifeguard than even the old Apollo from the winter 
they lost Bianca and Zoé, because of the progressive aging, and nothing like 
Luke Castellan— in fact, something about his eyes and posture remind him 
of Jason, even though the shade is off and he’s taller than he ever was, but it 
must be something beyond physical that all children of Zeus have, since he 
thinks he's seen it in Thalia, as well. A shifting light, as if clouds were 
capable of interrupting the sky-blue of his stare, as if his body ran on 
lighting rather than blood. For a god, that might be true. 


"Venus told you before Piper did, right?" Percy asks, an idea starting to 
creep into his brain. Did Aphrodite really intend to throw this at him... like 
this? Give him a suggestion just to tempt him in such a roundabout way that 
he thought this wasn't orchestrated by her, but by himself? He’s oblivious 
sometimes, sure, but not stupid. 


"She did," Apollo nods, not looking very happy about it. "She was so 
insistent, I didn't believe her at first, and then I talked to Piper over Iris- 
message and got... concerned. For you. Well, your sanity, mostly, but I 
guess that's in the package. Or, I hope so, actually." 


Percy considers his options, weighing the pros and cons of the idea that's 
made itself at home in his brain, bringing a hand to the back of his neck, 
nervously scratching it. He thinks of Apollo saying that Venus’ been 
harassing him about him, sharing plans regarding what she wants to do with 
his love life in order to scare him into warning Percy and offering his help, 
and considers the fact that Apollo’s a good-looking blond— when he's not 
Lester, anyways. 


Something in the back of his mind that sounds suspiciously like Annabeth 
is telling him to not do this, but she’s not actually here to be his impulse 
control, so he ignores it. 


“Yeah, well, I'd like to know the same— you know, I’m actually thankful 
you came to, ah, I guess... help," Percy swallows, watching as Apollo 
stares at him, so intently it makes him even more nervous. "I'm just, I don't 
know..." 


"Hey, I have no problem offering a hand," Apollo proves this by extending 
one of them, slowly settling over Percy's intertwined fingers, squeezing in a 
reassuring manner. "Anything I can help with, Percy— it’s the least I owe 
you. That we all do." 


Oh, no, he's being nice, what am I doing? Percy wonders, but Apollo's eyes 
are honest. He genuinely means it; he'll do his best to help Percy, even if it's 
next to impossible. And he has a feeling he'd only insist if he refused, now 
that they've gotten this far. 


So, making eye contact with him, his face reddening, Percy finally makes 
his request. “You have to pretend to be my boyfriend.” 


Apollo’s dedicated expression freezes. He doesn’t know if he’s imagining it, 
but Percy thinks the room is growing cold as well, as if Apollo were 
sucking in all the heat for himself. His eyes don’t look nearly as clear as 
before, which Percy recognizes as the stormy Zeus-like look. He’s never 
really been afraid of Apollo before— he’s one of the few gods that haven’t 
done something to downright piss him off, or tried to kill him for stupid 
reasons. He's also chill enough that someone like him, that has gone 
through Tartarus and lived, can’t really find him intimidating on principle, 
even less so when he’s gotten used to seeing his mortal form around and let 
him borrow his clothes while looking like a kicked puppy. 


But right now his brain chooses to remind him that he lords over the 
plagues, as well. That, as much as all the other gods, Apollo’s done things 
that would be unforgivable by mortal standards, even if he's above them 
now. It makes him swallow, and Percy watches Apollo’s eyes follow the 
movement of his throat. If he goes down like this, he wouldn’t be shocked 
—he’ll only regret not getting to dote on Estelle one last time before saying 
goodbye to being alive. 


Instead of killing him, though, Apollo just looks off to the side and goes, 
with feeling: “Aphrodite.” 


A gust of wind hits the window, scaring them both out of their skin, which 
shows she’s watching, and Percy doesn’t know whether to feel better or 
worse about this. Knowing that she’s literally seeing him walk right into her 


plans, if he’s right about what’s happening. He wonders what he did to 
deserve this, beyond being born, because apparently saving Olympus twice 
over isn’t enough for the gods to get bored of messing with him, and 
Apollo’s just a nice guy that’s getting dragged into this. 


“Well!” Apollo exclaims, leaning back against the couch and forcing levity 
into his tone, even though his eyes still look conflicted. He seems to be 
unable to look at Percy, and he can’t exactly complain, considering he’s 
staring at the floor and trying to remember where he left his last testament. 
“This is awkward, I suppose. I was thinking more, like, therapy, and coming 
clean to your friends. Asclepius is good at that, so I thought I could hook 
you up but, uh— may I ask why you require someone to play a bad rom- 
com movie role, instead of, I don't know, making sense?” 


Percy cringes at the proposed alternative, and decides being stubborn isn’t 
as bad as they say. “I don’t want to explain.” 


Apollo’s left eye twitches like he wants to smite Percy right where he is, so 
he’s forced to once again pick survival over his dignity. He might be nice 
and all now, but Percy’s seen him teaching archery to the Roman demigods, 
and he doesn’t wish to be turned into a practice target. 


"I'm really fucking tired, man," Percy sighs, shaking his head, and Apollo 
nods in sympathy. "I don't... I don't want to put in the effort to meet 
someone new. It's too much, and I don't really feel like going through the 
whole explanation of, well, me, when I can't even talk to a therapist. But 
everyone's worried and I'm just— like, why can't they leave off? I just want 
to watch Disney movies by myself and graduate, gods, and if telling them 
I'm dating some blond will calm them down, even if it’s a lie that doesn’t 
last, then good riddance. I want the quiet holidays that I'm skipping in New 
York." 


By the end of it, Apollo is clearly trying hard not to be amused and pitiful at 
the same time, and Percy can’t even blame him; he would also have a hard 
time not laughing, if he wasn’t the poor bastard in this situation. 


“Alright,” Apollo lets out, trying to bite down his indulgent, ‘whoa you’re 
doomed!’ smile, but only succeeds in making Percy want to throw himself 


into the Tiber and never come out. “Alright that’s— that’s quite... I don’t 
want to offend you, but you don’t seem to be handling this well. At all. You 
really should let me set you up with Asclepius. Or, at least, I don’t know, 
book you a mortal bus to New York, if it makes you feel better.” 


“No shit, but I don’t think I could handle that, either. Mom would be 
disappointed in me for running away,” Percy says, and it comes out just as 
miserable as he feels. Apollo actually snorts, like that’s an understatement, 
which earns him a glare that holds no real heat. “Will you help, then? I 
know it’s not what you have in mind, but...” 


He trails off, too embarrassed to admit he wants to go through with it this 
badly. He’s wasting a favor from a god, one that actually likes him and is 
concerned for his mental health, out of all things on a stupid scheme that 
he’ll probably come clean about in a few months anyways, but he’s 
genuinely been begging for a break from the worried eyes and the knowing 
glances every time he turns down another girl brave enough to ask him on a 
date. It would settle his mind just enough that he’d be able to study with 
Annabeth and Piper without thinking about how lonely his own place is and 
—alright, perhaps he’s lied to himself, just a little. 


Percy is doing fine without being in a relationship, that part isn’t a lie, but 
he does feel a little lonely as of late. A lot changed after the Giant War, 
starting with Leo disappearing only to show up later with Calypso after 
months of searching, progressing with Piper and Jason breaking up, Apollo 
rushing to his front door, then Jason’s death, Reyna joining the hunters, 
Hazel becoming Preator, college, his relationship with Annabeth falling 
apart— 


In retrospect, it’s glaringly easy to see why he and Annabeth didn’t work 
out. It’s easy to blame external circumstances, but they fell in love and 
started dating when they were at a dramatically different point in their lives; 
the things they’ve been through and the changes in their environment have 
been exhaustive and non-stop since the summer of the Titan War. Only 
slowing down in a few instances before everything started shifting again, 
the months Hera had him put to sleep so shortly after they started dating 
being a perfect example of this. 


They went through Tartarus together, moved into New Rome, kept it steady 
and good for a couple of years, but their feelings fizzled out so gradually 
that Percy couldn’t even tell the difference between Annabeth making the 
nights easier because it was Annabeth, and only she could help him feel 
better. Or because he trusted her to understand and be there, by the end of it, 
the way a friend would. They stopped needing each other the way they used 
to, and that dragged their relationship down. They fought, held onto it with 
tooth and nail, but it just delayed what the Fates — and most likely, 
Aphrodite — clearly deemed over. 


That wasn’t to say the nightmares got worse, or the memories of terror 
became overwhelming, once they went their separate ways— but after a 
year and a half of being away from his family and truly alone in his own 
place for the first time, Percy started getting restless and cagey. What his 
friends think is him being sad is actually him itching for some sort of 
stimulation, for company that they can’t always give, which is why he never 
studies alone. They see his loneliness and misinterpret it with it being 
related to a lack of romance, when it’s really a lack of partnership; what he 
misses the most about Annabeth is that he could turn his head and she’d be 
there, but now that they aren’t a thing, and that the only ones that are 
permanently in New Rome are Hazel and Frank, forever busy with their 
duties and only making time for themselves, Percy finds it a bit too easy to 
just... get lost in his own mind, overthinking things that he thought were 
behind him. 


He isn’t hurting, but Percy isn’t quite sure he’s taking well to his 
lonesomeness. He isn't about to admit to something like that, though. 
Annabeth isn’t his mom, and he wouldn’t want Piper, Hazel, Frank or even 
Leo to feel like they’ve been neglecting him. Grover makes an effort, and 
each time they speak it’s like a breath of fresh air, but he has his own 
responsibilities, as well. He took so long in deciding whether he wanted to 
go back to New York or not for the holidays because of it, unsure whether 
that would be running away from his issues or not, but it seems he’s only 
caused himself more of those in his haste to avoid questioning. 


A hand comes down on his shoulder, pulling him from his thoughts, and he 
lifts his gaze to suddenly meet bright gold eyes, shining with kindness, an 


understanding smile on Apollo’s lips. A glimpse of his divinity slipping 
through. 


“Don’t worry, Jackson,” he winks, the combination of his smile and the 
weight of his hand making him feel reassured, the anxiety in his chest 
unfurling. “I shall deliver. What do you have in mind?” 


Percy blinks at him, trying to work out what to say, but Apollo seems to 
have turned at least sixty-percent more distracting to look at, even though 
he still looks like Lester Papadopoulos. Percy clears his throat before he 
spends too long staring and, a little embarrassedly, shrugs. 


“T have no idea. I didn’t think I would get this far,” he bites his lip, 
clenching his hands into fists as Apollo shoots him an unimpressed look. “I 
mean, I guess they’! want to meet you, and I did say you're, uh, blond—” 


“Right, let’s start with that,” Apollo nods, taking his hand off Percy’s 
shoulder. He feels colder without it, reminding him that it’s probably going 
to snow because of all the prayers campers have been sending in order to 
get a white Christmas. He might camp out at Annabeth’s place more often 
because of it, considering she has a chimney. “T'll handle all the details, you 
won't have to move a finger. When are you all meeting next?” 


Percy squints. “In two days, I think.” 
Apollo nods. “I'll be there, then.” 


And then he pops out of existence, taking all the warmth in the room with 
him, and leaving Percy hanging— he didn’t even tell him the time, or give 
him any hint as to what to expect. Gods, I’m screwed, Percy thinks, and 
because he’s predictable, proceeds to call his mom. He needs one nice thing 
today, and Estelle is a guaranteed good time. 


3. Chapter 3 


Notes for the Chapter: 
owo 
“That’s so dumb.” 


Meg hits his nose with a grape, which only serves to deepen his frown. 
They’re lazing around in the main room of Aeithales, the breeze coming 
through the windows ruffling their hair, a tray of fruit sitting on a beautiful 
wooden coffee table between them. Dryads and some of Nero’s former 
imperial demigods are bustling about, but they mostly leave them alone. 
Luguselwa and Herophile are out in the city doing shopping. 


Apollo can’t say he disagrees with Meg’s asessment; it is the stupidest way 
Percy Jackson could solve his communication issues with his friends, short 
of changing his name and fleeing the country in order to avoid the truth. He 
really meant to help him get his head on straight, but instead he had let 
himself get swept away by his stupid, lovely, sea-green baby seal eyes. 


“Ugh, I was only trying to be nice,” Apollo whines, and earns another grape 
to the face, this one almost hitting his eye. “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be 
eating that?” 


Meg shrugs, which looks odd, because her head is hanging backwards off 
the edge of the couch, blood no doubt rushing to her head. “There’s enough 
to hit you and to eat. You should stop being nice, it makes you dumb.” 


“Remind me again why I’m complaining to you about my issues?” He asks, 
but doesn’t mean it and Meg knows it, sends him an unimpressed look. 
“Alright, yes, I love you, yadda yadda, but you’re not helpful.” 


“T didn’t know you were looking for helpful,” Meg, in typical daughter-of- 
Demeter fashion, shoves a handful of grapes into her mouth, like they don’t 
have seeds in them. She spits them out with deadly accuracy on a bowl 
under her head on the floor, and by this point Apollo can only be thankful 


she’s learned to chew with her mouth closed. “Are we doing piano now, or 
are you not done complaining?” 


Apollo reaches over the table and throws her a napkin. “You’re too good- 
looking for your manners, child.” 


She pulls a face at him and flips him off, and if her mouth weren’t full, 
she’d probably tell him exactly where to shove his manners. She’s grown 
into a beautiful young woman, her hair now long and spilling over her back 
in delicate waves that are just as shiny because the dryads and Lu keep 
insisting she uses the real natural shampoo, her body strong from gardening 
and fighting practice, the sleeves of her shirt sometimes looking like they 
want to fall apart from the sheer strength of her arms. Apollo truly has no 
idea why that dryad, Joshua, hasn’t made his move, but he hopes that it isn’t 
related to Meg’s table manners, or she’s doomed. 


When she started looking less like a kid, Demeter had cornered him on 
Olympus and given him a completely unnecessary warning that only 
grossed him out. Artemis had laughed about it for weeks on end, because 
she was present at the time. Even now, he can barely mention Meg without 
his sister chuckling. It’s Hades on earth—or, well, Olympus, but it still 
makes him shiver with both disturbance and annoyance. 


Another grape hits him, and Apollo scowls at Meg, who’s now sitting 
upright. Clearly, even she has limits. “Well, what are you going to do, 
then?” 


Apollo stares. “Oh, so you care, all of the sudden?” 


“T like gossip. Lu’s going to laugh at you when I tell her about this at 
dinner,” Meg sticks her tongue out at him, and Apollo instantly regrets not 
keeping this to himself like he was before. He hopes Percy isn’t 
disappointed in him about that, later down the line, but he can’t possibly 
keep his involvement to himself, now that he’s going through with this 
mess. “Hurry up, I want to practice.” 


“Fine,” Apollo snaps, and catches the next grape Meg throws at him with 
his mouth “I thought about making up a new person, but that would be too 


much work, and I would have to disappear from the picture, which would 
be weird.” 


Meg hums in agreement, but she’s grabbed another mouthful. Apollo 
continues. 


“T think we’re going to pretend that we’re trying to keep this relationship a 
secret,” he declares, with far more confidence than he feels. He should be 
the god of bluffing, but the spot is probably already taken up. “It’s the only 
thing that’ll work for an extended period of time.” 


“He didn’t tell you for how long he wants to pretend?” 


“No, and I was trying not to think about that,” Apollo sighs, gazing out the 
window. “I’ll have to talk to him about it, but it’s probably going to be up 
until January. Or, I hope. I’m too young to fake getting married, Meg.” 


She snorts and promptly chokes on a grape. 
Ah, such a hard life. 


The hardest part is going to be convincing Piper and Annabeth that this isn’t 
some elaborate scheme. His conversation with Piper had not been 
incriminating; it was mostly her being worried over Annabeth being 
worried over Percy, with some of her own concern for him sprinkled in, as 
she told him about their meet-up and how he had claimed to be dating 
someone, a blond — Lester's face won't do, it seems — while Apollo listened 
in near-panic because of Aphrodite’s suggestion to use love arrows to 
"solve" his issues, since her suggested dates weren’t working. 


He thinks Piper noticed him acting weird about it, as he tried to hide his 
own reasons to be worried about Percy — no one knows love arrows like he 
does, after all — but hopefully she’ll chalk it up to the shock of being told 
Percy outed them. 


“Sounds like a plan,” Meg eventually speaks up, gathering up her hair to try 
and pull it into a ponytail. She looks frustrated by it, so Apollo stands up 


and walks over to her, swatting her hands away to braid her hair himself. 
“Ugh, I’m grabbing the scissors.” 


Apollo pulls her hair. “Don’t. And of course it’s a good plan.” 
“T never said it was good—” 


“Shush,” Apollo sighs, shaking his head. “It’s what I got. He’s counting on 
me.” 


Meg shoots him a surprisingly sympathetic look. “Well, he’s doomed.” 


Apollo doesn’t say it, but he agrees. 


Percy fails to get in contact with Apollo over the next day and a half. He 
takes to hiding in his temple instead of his father's, in hopes that his 
desperate, quiet prayers will reach him and he'll explain to him what, 
exactly, he's planning to do now, but there's no response. And his children 
start to look at him weird, so Percy makes himself scram and resigns to the 
fact that he won't know until it happens. 


Admittedly, he's always been better at improvised action, but this is a little 
different from say, fighting the Minotaur, and stuff. This is all his friends 
staring at him and Apollo and judging whether he's lost his mind or not over 
the last two years. 


He resolves to pretend it isn't happening after telling Annabeth, and only 
her, that the person he's seeing will join them for lunch. He studies, works, 
trains, avoids prolonged interaction with the swimming team with renewed 
vengeance, and says goodbye to Leo and Calypso the morning of said 
lunch, still pretending that it isn’t happening, up to the moment where they 
sit down at their table, in a restaurant with a view to the Tiber, to eat. It's 
only Annabeth, Piper, Frank, and Hazel, which makes Percy a rather 
nervous fifth wheel, as the last free seat at the table remains empty. 


They start ordering, at which point Percy decides that Apollo ditched him 
and he'll have to make his excuses to Annabeth later, or admit he lied, when 


the rest aren't here to see him make a fool out of himself. 


He's just starting to get comfortable with the idea, when a weight settles on 
his shoulder, and Apollo's voice speaks from above him. "Hey, babe. Sorry 
I'm late." 


Percy looks up at him, surprised he's here and noticing that he doesn't look 
like Lester Papadopoulos at all, not really processing the pet-name— which 
is all the chance Apollo needs to lean down, grab his chin with a hand to tilt 
it upwards, and kiss him full on the mouth. 


He thinks someone, probably Hazel, gasps in shock, and Piper seems to 
choke on air, but Percy is too distracted by his own shock and confusion, 
blaring panic alarms in his head, to bother being worried. The lips against 
his are insistent— his brain eventually catches onto what Apollo's doing, 
and he hastily starts kissing back, craning his neck in order to make the 
contact more effective, only to hurriedly pull back when he feels Apollo 
opening his mouth and his tongue brushing against his lips. 


It's probably the most awkward kiss he's ever been given, and when he 
looks back at his friends, his breathing uneven and his face red, he finds a 
mixed bag of reactions. Hazel is covering her mouth with her hand, Frank is 
awkwardly looking at anything but him, Piper's mouth is hanging open, and 
Annabeth's eyebrows are up to her hairline. 


Oh, gods. 


"Ah," Percy lets out, and the sound is as strangled as he feels, what with the 
tension in the air. "Guys, this is, uh, the person I told you about last week?" 


He words it as a question, because he isn't sure who he is anymore. His lips 
feel way warmer than they ought to, which might be a side effect of kissing 
the sun, and they're tingling like they really want to remind him, over and 
over in his mind, that the god Apollo really did just try to slip his tongue in 
his mouth in a family restaurant. Holy shit. 


“T think we know who he is,” Annabeth says, looking between the two of 
them as if her brain is burning, her eyes narrowed. Apollo sits in the free 


chair by his side, ignoring the whole restaurant gawking. For some reason, 
he extends his hand to Annabeth in a handshake, going right into the lion's 
den. Percy can barely watch as she takes it and visibly squeezes it hard 
enough to bruise anyone that isn't, well. A god. “Lord Apollo.” 


“Annabeth,” he grins, acting as if there’s nothing wrong, as if Hazel isn’t 
halfway to a fainting spell from shock. Frank doesn’t look much better. 
“Allow me to finally reintroduce myself as Percy’s boyfriend.” 


"Finally?" Annabeth latches onto the word like a snake on prey, letting 
Apollo's hand go easily enough, their exchange turning into a battle of 
wills. Amazingly, Annabeth doesn’t burn up on the spot from the intense 
eye contact, and Apollo doesn’t melt. The rest of them just watch in silence, 
as if it was a tennis match, holding their breath. "Did Percy keep you 
waiting?" 


Apollo's eyes, blue as the summer sky and the only thing he has in common 
with Lester Papadopoulos in this moment, gleam, as if receiving a glare 
from the sun, flashing gold for a second. "You have no idea." 


Annabeth opens her mouth, no doubt to continue whatever verbal battle 
they have going on, but the waiter, who's just been watching all of this go 
down in front of him, clears his throat and asks, in a very nervous tone, if 
they're done ordering. Apollo orders some dishes off the menu that Percy's 
never had before, and Hazel asks for an extra Coke, fanning herself with her 
hand like she wants to drink wine instead. Piper keeps staring between the 
two of them like she's expecting to wake up from a dream, while Annabeth 
just looks, as if trying to figure out why Percy just got kissed by a guy that 
called him babe, and just so happens to be a god, who just so happens to be 
the god they’re all friendly with, because surely, Percy is not dumb enough 
to get involved with an Olympian, is he? 


It's at that moment that Percy remembers that he's not supposed to be into 
guys. Or, at least, he isn't sure he is; he never had much time to explore his 
sexuality and it has never come up in conversation before. Alright, he's 
caught himself looking, but that doesn't mean much when the only people 
he's had romantic feelings for have all been women. Is there supposed to be 
a difference between looking at a guy and looking at a guy? It's always 


confused him, but he's regretting not thinking about this earlier, since he 
just got kissed by a god, one of the hottest ones by popular opinion at that, 
in front of some of his closest friends, who also have no clue whether Percy 
likes guys or not. 


He can't even blame Apollo; Percy asked him to be his boyfriend, not his 
girlfriend, so he'd be right to assume Percy sees no distinction and that his 
friends wouldn't either— this is giving him a headache. 


"So..." Piper starts, very carefully, and Percy almost jumps out of his skin 
when he feels Apollo's hand wrapping around his wrist, which is resting 
over the table. Percy immediately goes to grab it, playing along and 
intertwining their fingers, the warmth of Apollo's skin seeping into his own, 
making him feel more centered as he digs his nails into his skin. He sees 
Apollo hold back a wince. "When did this... happen?” 


Apollo shrugs, flashing Piper his best ‘none of this is made up’ smile. 
"Three or four months ago, maybe? We’ve been trying to... keep it quiet, 
for several reasons. But Percy here proved to forget about that.” 


He shoots a pointed look at him that everyone else shares, so he has the full 
attention of the table. “Listen, Will suggested I dated one of his sisters. I 
have a breaking point too.” 


Apollo, who did not know this, raises his eyebrows. “You could have asked 
me first, at least. Piper was the one that told me about it at all.” 


Well, Apollo's come up with a script, apparently, judging by how he sounds 
just on the edge of dejected, or maybe upset, about him opening his mouth, 
and he’s — rightfully, even though Percy doesn’t want to admit it — putting 
the blame on him. For the god of truth, he lies quite effectively, but the 
smoothness of it is giving Percy's overwhelmed mind whiplash. 


Frank, sensing that Piper has no idea how to continue the conversation now 
that she’s apparently responsible for some unspoken argument between him 
and Apollo, chimes in with a nervous smile, directing a kind look towards 
Apollo as if willing to give this madness a chance. "So, how did you two, 
um... end up like this?” 


He says ‘like this’ as if he isn’t certain he’s seeing right, which he can relate 
to. Percy wants to choke and die, watching as Apollo's face turns into an 
almost nostalgic, fond expression, as if recalling a really good memory. 


"l’m not quite sure," he starts, his lips twitching into a sly smile. "We just 
found ourselves alone one night, and one thing led to another. It wasn’t a 
big deal until recently.” 


Percy blushes as everyone’s eyes turn to him, trying not to think about how 
much that sounds like they fucked before they even went on a date, kept 
doing so for an undetermined amount of time in secret, and Apollo 
promptly kicks him on the shin under the table— words reach Percy, 
somehow, letting him know exactly what to say. 


"More like several nights—we didn’t throw ourselves at each other, or 
anything," he snorts, but the humor doesn’t feel quite like his own. He 
meets Apollo’s eyes and feels more words escaping his lips. "I definitely 
didn’t." 


Apollo rolls his eyes as if they’ve had this argument several times. Hazel 
nods as if she's warming up to the story, but she still looks doubtful. "You 
just hit it off, then?" 


"Well, he ignored I existed when I was thirteen, and we didn’t talk much 
before," Percy blurts out, the words not really his own, but he finds they're 
the truth— Apollo did heavily ignore him when they first met, what now 
feels like a lifetime ago, and they’re most certainly not the closest. "And 
you know I have a thing for being ignored lately." 


Annabeth snorts, looking like she wants to crack Percy's skull open to get 
an idea as to what the fuck is going on. "How long have you been... dating, 
then?" 


Like an hour, Percy thinks, but Apollo hums, pretending to think about it. 


"Perhaps a month, give or take a few weeks? Officially," he says the last 
word as if there's some hidden meaning behind it, when in reality he 


couldn’t have made it clearer they were some fuck buddies of sort. "Percy 
held out on me." 


"No, I didn't," Percy frowns, to which Apollo rolls his eyes. Their eyes 
meet, and the deep fondness that he finds in them seems entirely too real, 
making him question just how good of an actor Apollo is, and if his 
children are the same— he's certainly better at it than at poetry. "You were 
sending mixed signals." 


"Whatever makes you feel better, babe." 
"Oh, that's low—" 


"Well, you seem... happy," Piper cuts in, her eyes entirely too clever. Percy 
would say Annabeth was rubbing off on her if he didn't know better, but 
having them together to witness his body language regarding this makes 
Percy unfortunately confident that they'll call bull on him. Apollo might be 
good, but his acting can't carry them both. "I hope for the best for you two." 


"I agree," Annabeth smiles, looking at Percy with stormy, calculating eyes. 
"T have to admit, though— this is quite a way for you to, ah, come out." 


Apollo freezes by his side, and something tells Percy that they're going to 
have a long, deep conversation about this later. He swallows. "Well, I didn't 
know how to bring it up." 


He feels like a dirty liar, now that the conversation has ended up here, 
because Percy isn't actually that certain he likes men like that, and is even 
less sure of what his sexuality would be if so. The kiss with Apollo was... 
nice enough. Nothing dramatically different from kissing Annabeth, just 
lacking the spark that made them feel special, but it was a pretty standard, if 
awful, kiss. Guilt crawls up his chest, the more he thinks about it, since this 
is putting Apollo in a very awkward position as well, and an uncomfortable 
feeling settles in his chest, the more he reminds himself of how his 
sexuality feels like a big question mark. 


Thankfully, their food arrives before the topic can really be developed, and 
Frank breaks the ice by telling them about what Hazel and him have been 


up to for Camp Jupiter's Saturnalia celebration, talking about how many 
lights the Vulcan kids are working on, how many decorations are being 
sorted, and how many of Apollo's children are signing up for carols and 
other performances. Apollo doesn't show any reaction to his kids being 
mentioned, but he makes a few suggestions regarding what kind of sound 
they should go for setting up the stage, in order to really let their voices 
shine. 


It's a nice lunch meet, all things considered. Apollo plays the role of his 
secret boyfriend rather well, and makes a decent effort out of getting 
everyone to relax around him some, leaning into what they already find 
familiar about him, turning conversations smoother. He mostly kept his 
hands off Percy, sometimes reaching to brush his hair out of his face as he 
ate or letting their shoulders brush in a way that didn’t make claustrophobia 
choke him. It's nicer than Percy thought it would be, and Apollo gets along 
so well with all of them that he even forgets that they’re pretending to date 
for a few seconds, just settling into an easy back-and-forth with him when 
prompted. 


By the time they're done eating and saying their goodbyes, the only ones 
that don't seem convinced are, predictably, Piper and Annabeth, though they 
seemed to have considerably mellowed out, despite the fright of that kiss. 
Hazel seems decently charmed but cautious, open to whatever it is that is 
between them, and Frank shakes his hand and jokes about taking him up on 
that archery contest, which Percy hopes doesn't happen— he recalls Apollo 
mentioning how there’s a rumor about him flaying losers, and he wouldn’t 
want Frank to suffer that fate. 


Percy has enough self-awareness to worry about Piper the most; her 
parentage gives her an advantage, regarding whether this is real or not, and 
she seems to be even more unsure than Annabeth about this, by the time 
they walk away from them, her smile a little tight. 


Still, Percy doesn't think he's in immediate danger, and lets out a deep sigh 
once all his friends are out of earshot and sight, looking at Apollo with 
gratitude. 


"Thank you," he says, which comes out far more honest and desperate than 
he intended, but Apollo's eye-roll makes him feel better about it. "Seriously, 
that— went better than I thought it would." 


Apollo shoots him a weird look, before walking in the direction of Percy's 
apartment. "You had nothing to worry about with me there. And if I cheated 
by feeding you lines, well, I had to make you look less terrified, somehow. I 
was shitting myself enough for the two of us, in truth." 


"You scared the shit out of me with that kiss," Percy mumbles, matching 
Apollo's steps, which was a mistake, because he whips his head at Percy as 
if he just remembered something, and his eyes don't look too kind. "Uh, I 
mean—" 


"Honestly, Perseus," he starts, shaking his head in apparent annoyance. 
"You could have at least told me I wouldn't be your first fake boyfriend, but 
your first male interest in general. If you needed a girlfriend, I could have 
just been one." 


Percy scratches his neck, looking down at his shoes, his cheeks red. 
Somehow, the idea of a female Apollo rubs him the wrong way. “I guess I 
was too worried about having anyone to worry about, y’know. That.” 


Apollo hums, but he still seems to be judging him. Percy stares at his 
profile, realizing how his eyes are back to being golden, as if he’s hung up 
his acting routine for the day. The silence between them isn’t necessarily 
awkward, but it isn’t pleasant either; it’s clear Apollo’s is swallowing words 
down, so Percy hurries them to his place, mentally preparing himself for 
whatever he has to say. 
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Apollo speaks as soon as Percy closes the door, an uncomfortable frown on 
his face. “I know I agreed to help, but I’m not sure I’m comfortable helping 
you fake your sexuality.” 


“I’m not...” Percy clenches his fists, hiding his hands in the pockets of his 
jeans, trying to resist the urge to bite his lip bloody. His heart is beating a 
little too fast, and he’d be pacing if Apollo’s eyes didn’t have him rooted to 
the spot. Still, he can’t have him getting the wrong idea, so he forces it out, 
even if it sounds strangled and nervous. “I don’t— I don’t know if I am, uh, 
you know... I’m, I’m maybe not straight. I think.” 


Apollo’s eyes widen, and he blinks like his world-view is readjusting. 
“Really?” 


Percy frowns, hiding the shakiness of his voice behind annoyance. “You 
know, what got me into this mess is people not believing what I said to 
them in the first place.” 


“Right, I’m not trying to be an asshole or anything,” Apollo rushes out the 
words, looking as nervous as Percy feels. Suddenly, his stance isn’t as 
smooth as before, and his gestures seem forced, as he uses his hand to 
encapsulate all that Percy is. “It’s just, you know— you’re kind of the 
poster child for straight and unavailable, these days, not to mention 
irresistible.” 


“That’s... not true,” Percy chokes out, and Apollo shrugs with one shoulder. 


“Tt seems your friends thought the same. Annabeth had a good point about 
this being an uh, interesting way to come out—” 


“Oh, gods,” Percy buries his face in his hands, interrupting Apollo, feeling 
dizzy. A wave of realization is starting to hit him, like he just swallowed a 
boulder. “I just came out to everyone, holy shit, I don’t even know—” 


“Wow, alright, don’t freak out,” Apollo steps closer and sets a hand on his 
shoulder, squeezing it to try and comfort him, but Percy takes half a step 
back. He’s standing too close and it makes his skin crawl, panic jump- 
starting his claustrophobia. “Hey, it’s cool, it’s alright! We’re all queer here, 
it’s all good. I’m not going to judge you and neither are your friends. They 
seemed more shocked that it was me than by the fact that I’m a guy.” 


“Tt’s not—” Percy starts, frustrated, his brain unable to give him the words 
he needs to explain, and Apollo’s hand shifts from his shoulder to his elbow 
in order to lead him to his couch, forcing him to sit down, fingertips barely 
touching him. “It’s not just that, it’s— Annabeth made this big speech, 
when she and Piper started dating, about figuring herself out, and stuff, and 
I just... fuck me.” 


Apollo presses a glass of water from somewhere into his hands, and Percy is 
shaking so badly he almost spills it all over himself, which might have 
actually come in handy, but in the end he manages to bring it up to his lips 
and drink it. He sits beside Percy, at a respectable distance away, leaving 
enough space for him to breathe, and doesn’t say anything for as long as it 
takes Percy to get his breathing back to something resembling normal, 
instead of hyperventilating. There’s a pinching pain in his head now that 
reminds him of the migraines he gets when a nightmare keeps him up, and 
it has him scrubbing at his eyes with his fingers, trying to will it away. 


“Let me handle that,” Apollo mumbles, his hands coming into Percy’s view 
as if letting him know where he’|| touch him, and against his best judgment, 
Percy allows it to happen. Warm fingers press into his temple, probing, and 
the pain is gone within the next two seconds. “That’s just like a painkiller. I 
can’t just make it disappear, but it should help for a while.” 


“Thank you,” Percy says, closing his eyes. “Sorry, I’m a mess, it’s just— I 
don’t like thinking about this stuff.” 


Percy doesn’t have to look to be able to tell Apollo’s raising an eyebrow at 
him. “About yourself, you mean?” 


“Yeah,” Percy admits, shrugging with one shoulder. He’s out of energy, out 
of nowhere, so he finishes his water and leans back, being honest despite 
how much he’s buried these thoughts. “It’s just, I get so lost in my head. 
When I think too hard I remember things, and then I have nightmares and I 
become miserable, which means I get snappy. That doesn’t do anyone any 
favors.” 


Apollo doesn’t say anything right away, but his voice isn’t judgmental when 
he does. “I did hear from one of my kids that you weren’t, ah, taking well to 
their medical services, which is why I suggested Asclepius. I would suggest 
Dionysus as well but that seems too close to home.” 


Percy blinks his eyes open and looks at Apollo, at how he’s nervously 
tangling and untangling his fingers, not knowing what to make of Percy. At 
least they have that in common. “I told you I couldn’t do therapy. I get 
angry. I’m bad at talking.” 


“You’re talking now,” he points out, not unkindly, his expression between 
sheepish and genuinely concerned. “There’s nothing wrong with being bad 
at sharing. You’re a war veteran, as well, so you can’t expect it to be easy.” 


“That’s what everyone’s said to me,” Percy snorts, with no real humor 
behind it. It used to startle him, the bitterness in his voice, but now it’s par 
for the course. “I don’t— I don’t want to talk about this anymore. You don’t 
have to; you’re just doing me a favor.” 


“I mean, maybe your issue is that you clearly like to change the subject—” 
Apollo takes one look at Percy’s sour expression and changes gears. “—but 
either way, your sexuality is a different matter. It’s not something that 
will... hopefully get better, or mellow out, or that you have to deal with. It’s 
who you are.” 


Something lodges itself in Percy’s throat, but he shakes his head before he 
can acknowledge it for long enough for it to feel real. “I know, and I— I’ve 
seen stuff, ok, I’ve caught myself looking, I’ve been curious... but it’s new. 


To confront it like this. Maybe I should have, but I didn't want to. It’s all so 
confusing.” 


Apollo worries at his lip with his teeth, thinking, as Percy buries himself 
further into the couch, feeling cold on the side of his body that isn’t next to 
Apollo. The silence stretches so far that Percy starts nodding off, his eyes 
closing, until Apollo stands up from the couch and fixes Percy with a look 
he can’t decipher. 


“Do you have like, a laptop, or something to watch movies on?” 


Percy stares. “Do I— I’m having a moment and you want to watch a 
movie?” 


Apollo rolls his eyes like Percy’s being purposely dense, and extends his 
hand out, offering it to him palm-up. Percy takes it without thinking, and 
promptly gets pulled into his feet so hard he almost falls over. Apollo’s 
hands steady him by the shoulders, and they’re standing entirely too close, 
but Apollo pays it no mind and drags Percy into his room, telling him to 
fetch his laptop and then ordering him to lay against his pillows. 


He comes to sit beside him, still keeping a decent amount of distance away, 
the laptop between them, and Percy watches with confusion as he logs into 
a streaming site account. “What are we doing?” 


“Watching a movie. Don’t spread my password, please,” Apollo says, not 
explaining anything else, and disappears into the kitchen while the movie 
starts playing, leaving Percy with no other option but to watch. He comes 
back with popcorn and candy, neither of which Percy currently keeps in his 
apartment, but he cheers up when he notices all the candy is blue. “Don’t 
say I didn’t spoil you, later.” 


And, well, Percy won’t, because Apollo treats him like he’s the god, making 
sure his pillows are fluffy enough, getting up to get him his blanket from 
the living room, refilling his drink, offering him tissues when he starts 
getting teary eyed, because of course Apollo thought making him watch a 
movie about a guy struggling to come out would be therapeutic. Which, it 


is, but he’s not about to admit it on top of the tears he’s trying to swallow 
down. 


It turns out to be a futile effort by the end of the movie, since Percy makes 
the executive decision to glare at Apollo, with big, misty eyes, until he 
offers him a hug, and then cries like he’s in his mom’s arms. He tries to 
keep it nice and clean, but Percy is a bit of an ugly crier, and he hasn’t been 
held like this in a year, if not longer, a warm hand rubbing his back and his 
face buried in Apollo’s neck, snot and tears no doubt dripping onto his 
clothes. 


Somehow, he knows he isn’t just crying about today, but about his situation 
in general. Life is alright, but it would be an understatement to say that 
Percy doesn’t need something to break him out of his everyday cycle and 
remind him what clarity of mind feels like. He must be insane to let a god 
hold him like this, but Apollo is being so kind, he isn’t asking him any more 
questions. He’s just offering comfort that he hasn’t had in a while, and he 
can’t even stop to think about saying no. 


Eventually, Percy calms down, breathes in the scent of summer heat and 
sand wafting off Apollo, and allows himself to be embarrassed. “Please 
don’t tell anyone about this.” 


“T guarantee you, Percy, I don't kiss and tell,” Apollo chuckles, and then 
hesitates. "I hope I'm not, ah... intruding. I'm aware you're not too fond of 
the bunch of us." 


Percy considers how he feels about this for a second. It's... odd, sure, and 
he was willing to go along with it, if only for now. But now that Apollo’s 
mentioned it, good-old paranoia rears its ugly head, despite a part of him 
knowing he’s genuinely being nice. 


"You... I mean, if you're doing this for self-interest or something..." 


Apollo breaks away from Percy and looks at him in the eye, frowning, not 
at all put off by the sight of his wet eyes and red face. 


"I'd like to think I'm nicer than that," Apollo clenches his jaw, running a 
hand through Percy's hair in order to get it off his face. "And, let's be 
honest, I know better than to trick you into owing me any favors. I know it’s 
not ideal, but it seems like you wouldn't allow anyone else to do this for you 
right now, and you aren’t seeking help or letting me hook you up with help, 
so... I guess this is what I’m doing for you instead." 


Percy's face feels hotter than a second ago. "Well, you don't have to say it 
like I'm completely helpless." 


Apollo pokes his nose. "No one said anything about helpless. Just... messy. 
You’d make Meg proud." 


Despite the proof of his mood being all over the bed in the form of wet 
tissues, Percy finds himself snorting, remembering a borrowed shirt and 
high-school senior stress. He can’t believe that a god knocking on his front 
door was an easier time than now. "Right, because you're so much better at 
dealing with your repressed feelings." 


"Whoever told you that?" Apollo says it in mock-offense, pressing a hand 
over his heart and looking away from Percy. He's trying not to smile. "I 
assure you, I was born emotionally stable and I've never ever had a 
breakdown such as this. That’s sooo below me, indeed." 


Percy pushes him off the bed, and Apollo drags him with him, cursing, until 
they're both hanging off the edge. Their legs are tangled, part of their bodies 
pressed together, and Percy’s stomach drops, feeling cagey. He gets off him 
as quickly as he can without giving away that it's getting hard for him to 
breathe again, but Apollo stares like he knows. 


"T think I should take a walk," Percy says, awkwardly closing his laptop and 
gathering up his tissues. "It might... clear my head." 


Apollo eyes him from head to toe, unimpressed yet not unkind. "Want me to 
come with?" 


Percy opens his mouth to say no, but then he pictures himself walking alone 
in New Rome like a wandering ghost, trying to find his sanity, and winces 


at how depressing it seems. Still, he doesn't know how to feel about all this; 
it's not where he pictured the day going, or how he saw his holidays 
starting. 


"Aren't you... busy?" Percy asks, then realizes how it sounds and gestures 
wildly with his hands before Apollo can be offended. He doesn’t think he’d 
smithe him, of course, not after what just happened, but it sounds a little too 
much like he wants him to scram. "I mean! I don't want to hog your time, or 
anything. I'm sure you have better things to do." 


Apollo stares at Percy with blank eyes, still hanging off the edge of the bed 
— how is his blood’s not going to his brain, Percy might never know — and 
then breaks out a sigh, like he's about to confess to something. 


"Percy, if I had anything at all to do or wanted to do something else, I 
would," Apollo pauses, staring at the ceiling. "To be honest, I’m not 
reaching out just because you desperately need a hand—" 


"Really?" Percy deadpans, and Apollo shushes him. 


"Don't be rude—as worried as everyone’s been about you, I couldn’t help 
but mope about my own issues. Everyone is growing up, I’m not, and Meg 
is in that phase, you see,” Apollo snorts, shaking his head, fondness 
dripping from the name. "And I can't always be hanging around my kids, or 
daddy-dearest gets cranky. The others, well, their lives are a little too 
structured for me to just pop up and... be a god. Even Lester's skin is 
starting to feel like it's not good enough, so I’m letting it grow, too. Can’t 
say it’s working." 


"I wondered as much," Percy admits. "But today— I hadn't seen you 
looking like a magazine ad in a while." 


"Yeah, well, Lester is alright now, but it's not like I don't enjoy looking this 
hot," Apollo winks at Percy, shooting him a cocky smile, and despite not 
really being the moment, Percy catches himself staring at it, then at the line 
of his throat, the curls of his hair, lower— "Wow, you really like blonds, 
don't you?" 


"For fuck's sake," Percy blurts out, hurriedly looking away from Apollo's 
body and focusing back on his eyes. He wasn't looking at the skin of his 
stomach, where his shirt had ridden up. He wasn't. "Ignore me— so, I'm 
one of those people you like, and everyone else was busy, so you decided to 
try and bully me into taking care of myself and making good decisions?" 


Apollo gazes at Percy with a lazy smile, his eyes half-closed, and well. 
That's definitely him trying to rile up Percy on purpose, and it's working, 
but he doesn't need to know that. 


"I guess you could say that," Apollo nods, which looks odd with his head 
hanging from the bed like that. He’s more like Meg than he thinks. "I was 
also curious why it was Venus that came up to me with crazy ideas about 
you, when she saw me moping around with nothing to do, but I guess we 
figured that one out, huh?" 


Percy throws a tissue at him, not wanting to think of her roundabout way of 
getting him to play into being her new source of entertainment, which 
makes Apollo properly fall off the bed as his balance skews with a flinch. 
He hits his head and whines about how mean Percy is, but there's a smile on 
his lips that he doesn't even try to hide. 


"What I'm getting from this," Percy starts, tasting the words on his tongue, 
wondering if they're going to be too offensive. He decides to tell them 
anyways, as Apollo sits himself back down on the bed, as far away from 
Percy as he can. "Is that we're both lonely, miserable people, and you 
decided we could be lonely and miserable together." 


"I try to be optimistic, sometimes, so maybe we could stick with... solemn 
and blue," Apollo shrugs, and Percy shoots him an unimpressed look. "Yes, 
Percy, we're both doomed, is that what you want to hear?" 


Percy stands up, shaking his head, and stretches up, sighing, before looking 
back at Apollo. His eyes are not on his face, but much lower, lingering on 
his lower back where his shirt rode up, and as he watches, they drift even 
further down— 


"Hey!" Percy calls, blushing from neck to ears, and Apollo looks up at him 
without even seeming embarrassed for his sake. Because of that, Percy 
swallows his indignation, and decides it's an eye for an eye. If they go blind, 
well, at least he got his eyeful. "I'm going to take a shower. You coming 
with me, then?" 


Oh, curse his brain. "My, my, Percy, isn't that a bit forward—" 


"On a walk! Gods, you're unbelievable, cut me some slack—" Percy takes a 
deep breath and shakes his head. "I'm going to take a shower and then go on 
a walk and you can do whatever the hell you want." 


Apollo opens his mouth like he's going to say another scandalous thing, but 
Percy hurries into his ensuite bathroom and shuts the door, locking it for 
good measure. 


What the fuck. 


5. Chapter 5 
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Apollo is thankfully not in his bed when Percy comes out of the shower, 
wrapped in just his towel, and it gives him a second to breathe and gather 
himself, focusing on nice thoughts and good feelings. The water helped him 
clear his head, which allows embarrassment at his breakdown to properly 
hit him, but he shakes it off as he dresses and decides that he's just going to 
be thankful for this, instead of digging another hole for himself. 


Apollo is wearing sunglasses when Percy steps out of his bedroom, for 
some ridiculous reason, and tapping a beat against the back of Percy's 
couch, which he's leaning against. He greets him with a wide smile. 


"Feel better yet?" He asks, and Percy shrugs, running a hand through his 
hair. Apollo reaches out, slowly, and Percy allows him to touch him again; 
shivers as a wave of warmth hits him. His hair is suddenly dry. "Let's go, 
then. I'll tell you about that time I fell asleep in Athens and woke up in 
Argentina—" 


Apollo proves to be able to tell a story well-enough to keep Percy 
entertained while at the same time not overwhelming him with the influx of 
information. He has no idea if all of this is real — though they’re certainly 
crazy enough to be Greek myths or modern god anecdotes — but as they 
walk along the sidewalk, drift in and out of parks, and land back at the 
deepest part of the Tiber, Percy finds that he doesn’t care. Hearing him 
speak so enthusiastically is contagious enough for him to forget why he’s in 
such a low mood, and he doesn’t try to hide his fascination with some of the 
things Apollo says. 


“You like boxing?” Percy repeats, not knowing if he should bite back his 
smile or not. Apollo nudges him with his elbow, throwing him a look, 


sunglasses slipping down his nose, that screams ‘I’m awesome like that, 
what can I say?’ Which is the most arrogant thing he’s done in a while, so 
Percy snorts. “That’s hard to imagine. You seem...” 


He hesitates for long enough for Apollo to fill in. “Beautiful? Fashionable? 
Boyish? Perhaps delicate? Say something nice, please, Meg is determined 
to verbally destroy me.” 


Percy shakes his head. “No. I guess I can’t picture you being so violent as 
to beat Ares in a fistfight.” 


“Well, I did, and even you mortals have records of it, somewhere in your 
Wikipedia articles about us. Didn’t do so well against your dad,” Apollo 
gestures at himself, and his smile shifts to something wilder, meaner. He 
suddenly looks a lot like Artemis, with the way his eyes gleam, golden like 
the sunset. “Oh, I’d rather use a bow any day, but there’s something 
satisfying about punching someone’s face in. It’s the adrenaline, not that I 
ever properly boxed someone as Lester. I was too busy trying not to break 
down in tears.” 


“You’re feral,” Percy announces, ignoring most of Apollo's words in his 
focus and biting the inside of his cheek. He doesn’t know why, but the 
thought intrigues him in a way he didn’t think it would. Apollo nods like he 
approves of the sentiment. “You and Lady Artemis— feral.” 


“We’re twins, though I guess it’s up for debate which one of us is more 
vicious,” Apollo shrugs, looking at the water. His next words aren’t quite as 
vivacious. “I’ve done my fair share of cruel murdering and flaying, after 
all.” 


Percy shivers. “Let’s not talk about that.” 


Apollo pauses like Percy’s request startled him, but he falls back into 
silence in a way that doesn’t seem awkward, or nervous. His voice is 
sincere, once he speaks up. “Sorry. I forget, sometimes— some things seem 
so far away, they lose meaning, and others are as clear as if they happened 
yesterday. I feel guilty about countless things now. I still am unsure about 


how all of you handle it, though I guess not many of you reach the age of 
four-thousand.” 


“How do you not grow numb?” Percy wonders, meeting Apollo’s eyes, and 
the look he finds there makes him wince. “Well, I guess a lot of gods are...” 


“Yeah,” Apollo sighs, and in a seemingly unconscious move, he reaches to 
ruffle Percy’s hair, as if he were a little kid, but stops himself before doing 
so. Percy decides not to take it personally. In a way, everyone must seem 
like a kid to a god, even one as human as Apollo. “I’m... saying I’m 
infinitely thankful for my totally deserved punishment after the Giant War 
would be a stretch, considering the losses, but it reminded me of how it felt, 
for a while, to not let our infinite lives make us forget. Olympus changed, 
but sometimes I don’t think we have fully processed it. Or learned from it.” 


Percy closes his eyes, thinks of Jason. Of Luke. “At least some of you care, 
once in a while. You don’t all break your promises.” 


“None of us are perfect.” 


Apollo doesn’t say it, but Percy can hear it in the wind all the same: ‘it’s not 
an excuse.’ 


“Who knew?” Percy mumbles, opening his eyes, staring at his reflection on 
the water. His eyes drift to Apollo’s, and they linger there, greedy. There’s a 
feeling he can’t describe simmering undemeath his skin. “Lord Apollo has 
something other than gas in his head.” 


Apollo laughs, then quickly tries to school his reaction to being offended, 
but the smile fails to leave his eyes, rendering the attempt useless. Their 
shoulders brush; they’re standing closer together now, and Percy allows 
himself to feel good about it, to admit it’s nice. 


They head back to his place. Part of him really worries that he’s out here, 
taking time out of Apollo’s either existent or non-existent schedule, but it’s 
hard to believe he cares either way, because he lingers, on the edge of 
Percy’s personal space bubble, considerate and dedicated to seeing him 
reach peace of mind for today, even though any other god — and a lot of 


people — would have turned around and ran the second Percy started 
showing his ugly side. 


He can’t say he expected the question, as they made their way up the stairs 
of his apartment building, but it doesn’t surprise him, either, like he knew it 
was the next logical step. Apollo confessed to something personal, how he 
doesn’t have blind faith in gods or in Olympus anymore, even if he did so in 
a way that wouldn’t get him in trouble. So it’s Percy's turn, to admit to 
something without grinding his teeth and whining. He’d say he’s been 
plenty of vulnerable today, enough to warrant ending their interaction like 
this, but it’s different. This is different. Giving something out of necessity is 
not the same as giving something willingly. 


“T’ve been curious, you can blame my gossipy side for it, but—” Apollo 
curls his lips, grimacing, looking like he’s already bracing himself for Percy 
Snapping at him. “I thought you and Annabeth were going to ride or die 
forever, just— the wedding, the house, the kids. That whole thing.” 


Percy looks for his keys in his pockets and pulls them out slowly, thinking 
over the question. It doesn’t bother him that it’s this, either, though it 
probably should, but he has a feeling Apollo won’t tell anyone else about 
his response. About today. And he’s alright with that, too, with keeping this 
afternoon bonding for themselves. 


“T could’ve married her,” Percy nods, and the words are so honest it almost 
stings his tongue. Apollo winces like he can feel that himself. Percy sticks 
his key in the lock and turns it, opening the door. He doesn’t step in, and 
neither does Apollo. “But I realized, even though I didn’t want to, that I 
couldn’t be that person. Who she wants, needs... it isn’t me. Hasn’t been 
for a while. Probably since Tartarus, I haven’t—” 


Percy chokes on the words, and Apollo’s hand lands on his shoulder, as 
reassuring as a grounding rock, telling him that he doesn’t have to say it, 
that he understands, but he... he wants to get it out, even if it’s just this 
once. 


“We hadn’t been in love for a while, and accepting that hurt,” Percy steps 
into his apartment, bringing air into his lungs, meeting Apollo’s eyes. 


Apollo doesn’t move to follow him. “It’s harder to be alone than to be 
without her, if that makes sense.” 


Apollo nods, his expression strangely serious, like he’s soaking in the 
words. “You’re still young. Barely twenty-one. You needed each other, for a 
while, and now—” 


“Now I’m better off trying to figure myself out, and she’s better off with 
someone that understands her in a way I can’t,” Percy bites his lip, staring 
at Apollo. Something is building between them, like they’re comprehending 
each other despite speaking different languages, an odd sensation that Percy 
can’t shake off even if he wanted to, since it doesn’t feel unwelcome. It’s 
warm. He barely has to think before offering, holding the door a little more 
open. “You coming?” 


Apollo looks at him like he wants to say yes, his gaze heavy, heating Percy 
from the inside. But he blinks and it’s gone, only their mutual 
acknowledgement of it left behind. His smile is just this side of forced, but 
somehow, Percy knows that’s not a bad thing. Knows that Apollo is less 
entranced than he is right now, thinking straight for the both of them, while 
Percy wants to lean into this new, shiny, unknown thing between them. It’s 
probably a good thing that he’s setting boundaries. 


“T don’t think I should,” Apollo tilts his head, appraising Percy with a look 
from head to toe and smirking, mostly for himself. “Dangerous, you see. 
Maybe another day, if you’ll have me.” 


“Sure!” Percy says, with too much haste, making Apollo raise an eyebrow. 
“T mean, er— you’re welcome anytime. If you knock. And if you don’t drag 
me off on quests.” 


Apollo snorts. “I’ll keep that in mind, Perseus. If you need me for your, ah, 
act, for your friends, send me a prayer. I promise I won’t filter you to 
voicemails.” 


For some reason, Percy can’t find it in himself to do anything other than 
nod, and he stares at him for so long that Apollo reaches over to grab the 
doorknob, moving it towards him with an amused twinkle in his eye. 


“Bye,” Percy mumbles at the door as it closes on him, and when it finally 
clicks shut, he turns around, leaning against it like it’s the only thing that’ ll 
keep him upright. “Fuck.” 


Percy spends most of his night, once he’s had dinner, looking up whether 
such a thing as a ‘friend crush’ exists. He’s not disappointed. 


Apollo finds Aphrodite all the way in Milan, sitting front row at a fashion 
show, a glass of wine on her hand. Only yesterday he was sitting on Percy 
Jackson’s bed, entangling himself so badly into his not-thought-out plot that 
he has no idea how he’s ever going to look Calliope in the eye again. 


He’s messy; there was an incident in Colombia with the sun chariot’s 
autopilot, right at dawn, bringing an unexpected heat wave over northern 
South America that he had to apologize for to a bunch of minor gods, so 
he’s in no way presentable for a runway, in just jeans, a tank top and sandals 
—if any of these mortals saw him, they’d think him lost and toss him right 
out. Apollo makes himself invisible to them, instead, stops at the seat right 
next to Aphrodite’s and makes the person sitting there feel like they need to 
use the restroom for the next twenty minutes. 


He sits, heaving a sigh. “What’s your plan, then?” 


Aphrodite doesn’t flinch, nor does she look at him, but her neutral 
expression shifts into a breathtaking smile. Her skin is dark as the richest 
brown, akin to polished wood with how perfect it is, a tight yellow dress 
with a square neck and shiny jewelry giving her the full air of a modern 
princess of some lost kingdom, her hair all tight curls spilling down her 
back. Her eyes are dark, but as Apollo watches, they turn lighter and lighter, 
shift in hue, to a dazzling green. He ignores it. 


“T have no idea what you’re talking about,” Aphrodite says, low enough for 
mortal ears to not pick up, sending Apollo a sideways glance. “Why, you 
couldn’t take five seconds to dress up? This is an exclusive show, you 
know.” 


“I’m not staying long,” Apollo crosses his arms, looks over at the runway, 
and cringes at the mesh jacket the model walking out is wearing, as if 
they’re suddenly at an Adidas showcase. Aphrodite hums in agreement. 
“What I mean is you, sending me running to Percy Jackson, being all ‘oh, 
Apollo, I’m going to make sure he meets the loveliest of my daughters, I’Il 
send them all dreams, maybe get an arrow from Eros’ when he’s doing— 
well, fine is a stretch, but he just got himself into a harmless lie to get his 
friends off his back, and now I’m complicit.” 


“You were looking for an excuse to speak to him anyways, and I gave it to 
you,” Aphrodite rolls her eyes, disregarding most of his words, and handing 
Apollo her wine glass in order to pull a mirror out of her bag, checking her 
lipstick. He resists the urge to spill it over her dress. “And, he asked me for 
help, even left me offerings. Why wouldn’t I take a chance to make two 
negatives a positive?” 


“He offered you dinner leftovers.” 


Aphrodite waves it off. “Same thing, really. My children keep leaving me 
make-up and chocolate. Other people leave flowers. They’re sweet, but at 
least Percy Jackson offers something less habitual. I hate boredom.” 


“You love chaos, and plotting, like with Reyna,” Apollo translates, and 
starts drinking her wine because, what in Hades, might as well. He needs a 
drink. “So I was a negative that needed fixing?” 


“You are, yes,” she nods, no remorse to it, and Apollo wonders why he 
decided to go through with this. “You’re moping and you know it. And 
when you’re moping, bad things happen. Did you hear about the virus 
outbreak in China?” 


“Wasn’t me,” Apollo huffs. “I think.” 


Aphrodite chuckles, finally puts down her mirror, and frowns at him when 
he hands her the empty wine glass. “Whatever, you handled it anyways— 
and I don’t only mean the virus thing.” 


“Percy Jackson is good company,” Apollo admits, and ignores the nervous 
feeling fluttering in his chest. “Very good company. Better than you for 
sure, and he doesn’t deserve to be toyed with by you.” 


Aphrodite makes a disapproving sound, though it’s unclear if it’s towards 
his words or the mess of a collection walking in front of them. He’s almost 
tempted to leave just for the sake of his eyes. 


“You are sad that your mortal friends are growing up without you,” she 
shrugs, and Apollo winces. He knows he wasn’t exactly subtle about it 
while on Olympus, after he realized how much Meg was growing, forming 
a beautiful family in Palm Springs that didn’t really need him, but he didn’t 
think his sadness would have escalated catastrophically—unless one of 
them died, or something. He’d cry another river. “We’ve all been there, at 
some point. We’ve had children, or favorites, and watched them live long 
enough to be heroes or be happy, or unhappy. Then they die, and we move 
on. But you’re closer to it than the rest of us, now.” 


Apollo looks at his ripped jeans and sighs, frowning. “So your solution was 
to make me bond through a stupid last-resort-type plan, with another mortal 
that will die—listen, I don’t usually pull the ‘god of logic’ card - it gives me 
bad rep - but your action plan isn’t exactly sound.” 


“Love rarely is,” Aphrodite smirks, and Apollo shivers. “Oh, don’t look like 
that. I’m not Eros. I didn’t hit either of you with a love arrow, or something 
crazy like that. That comment was just to pressure you. I saw a possibility, 
and I decided to bet on it. Honestly, you and Athena, with your wisdom and 
logic, you’re both so alike sometimes it’s ridiculous.” 


Apollo swallows his instinctual complaint, musing over her words. 
Yesterday was... nice. Very nice. He wasn’t lying to Percy, when he said he 
would like to do it again, just hang out and talk about nothing and 
everything—children of Poseidon are often in two extremes: murderous and 
monstrous, or charming and heroic, and Percy Jackson’s taken quite 
flawlessly after his father’s most pleasant moods, the calmer seas, the ones 
that hide a storm within their waters if the wind blows just right, if the earth 
moves just-so. He’s fascinating, and he’s not the only god to think so, but 


he’s probably the first that’s swam right into his waters and come out 
without shark bites. 


It’s been a while since Apollo’s felt this raw—since he regained his 
immortality, in fact. Lester Papadopoulos gave him new perspective, new 
feeling, new depth; he had really forgotten what it felt like, as Apollo, to 
allow himself to hope and to need prayer, to open his mind to others, to bare 
his heart before the fire and realize the gravity of his duties, the power of 
his domains, the responsibilities over his shoulders. He was scared of all of 
it washing away by coming back, the lessons sinking into stone and left to 
dust, the way Olympus shrugs off the blood of their children, Zeus’ eyes 
telling them it was necessary. That Jason Grace’s sacrifice was necessary. 


So he clung to his humanity and allowed himself to spend more time than 
he should in Lester’s shoes, letting him grow until he was rooted deep into 
his very essence, ignoring the pain of knowing that one day his new friends 
would leave him behind. And Percy Jackson, in true fashion, managed to 
bring that humanity he’s so scared of losing out with a look and a few 
honest words. Until he was willingly picking up the pieces of his mess, 
wondering in private how he could schedule him with Asclepius without 
him knowing. It took nothing more, nothing less. 


“He’s not the usual hero type, but I already knew that,” Apollo mumbles, 
and spies his seat’s previous occupant coming back from the bathroom. He 
barely blinks at them, and they tur back around, ready to spend another 
twenty minutes waiting. This conversation is taking too long. “What do I 
make of him?” 


“Whatever you want him to be,” Aphrodite says it so easily, with a careless 
shrug of her shoulders, painfully honest, as if Percy Jackson doesn’t belong 
to the sea and his heart and soul aren’t anchored to the soil of the Long 
Island Sound, to an apartment in New York, to the wonder in the eyes of a 
young child. “Love takes many shapes, Apollo. I saw a bet, I took it, and 
you guys seem to be getting along. I haven’t touched anything else, and I 
won't, either. I do like slow burns, if done right. Not everything has to be 
romantic.” 


“The way you speak, seems to me like you want it to be,” Apollo looks 
back at her, meets a completely different face from before—sea-green eyes, 
dark hair, copper skin, a surfer’s cocky smile. “Bah, woman! You’re 
insane.” 


“Tt would be fun,” Aphrodite admits, in the end, after a few minutes of 
silence, as if she was thinking about it. “You’d make a wonderful pair—oh, 
your children would be dashing! And the potential for drama, it’s so—” 


“Alright, stop being excited,” Apollo snorts, nudging her with his elbow. 
Her voice was getting loud. “Right, if that happens, Olympus can say 
goodbye to either me, or the greatest hero of the last, I don’t know, 
thousand years? Poseidon would have my head. As it is, I’m in hot water if 
other gods find out about this and it somehow reaches him, and Percy’s too 
much for me. I would ruin him.” 


Aphrodite scoffs. “Give yourself some credit, Apollo. You haven’t had a 
tragedy in forever, not really, and I’m sure you haven’t gotten laid in the last 
decade. Besides, you know how the boy is, Poseidon would have no say if 
he sets his foot down. He’s his favorite.” 


“You’re still insane,” Apollo pauses, ignoring her comment about his sex- 
life, to stare at her. She doesn’t look nearly as beautiful as Percy Jackson 
does—there’s more to him than his father’s dashing looks, mixed with Sally 
Jackson’s charming everything. Percy’s such a unique blend, in both 
personality and looks, his heart too pure, and Apollo wonders if the Fates 
decided his life should have a few setbacks to even it out: the subject of two 
prophecies, kidnapped by Hera, cursed by Ares, bathed in the Styx, fell into 
Tartarus. It’s such a cruel thought. “Why did you break them up?” 


“Oh, please, like every breakup is my fault,” Aphrodite rolls her eyes; she 
knew exactly what he meant, which means their thoughts are headed 
roughly in the same direction, and that doesn’t say much about his state of 
mind. They both shiver in disgust at the next outfit that comes out, some 
artistic blend of silvers and fabric and fishnets. The next Fashion Week will 
be grim. “I’ve maybe influenced a few things, here and there, regarding 
Percy Jackson’s love life—upped the jealousy, and such, perhaps even the 
passion, because that boy can be so oblivious, but I was perfectly happy 


letting him marry the daughter of Athena. Especially after what those two 
went through.” 


“They deserved a happy ending,” Apollo says, but Percy’s words come 
back to him. “Seems they didn’t fit that well, after all. Your daughter is 
doing better on that front.” 


“They make a cute couple,” Aphrodite giggles, but then her smile fades, her 
expression uncharacteristically serious. “But oh, what could have been... I 
pushed too hard, regarding Jason Grace, didn’t I? And then he left us, just 
like that.” 


“Maybe,” Apollo swallows, considering what Piper’s told him about that, 
remembering that night where he found her on the roof with her now ex- 
girlfriend. He doubts they would’ve ended up back together, but it’s still 
nice to imagine that Jason Grace could still be alive, still building temples. 
Aphrodite seems to realize where his thoughts are headed. 


“Apollo,” Aphrodite shoots him a look, one that feels as ancient as she is. 
“Move on. Keep your promises. There should be no ‘what-ifs’ for a god of 
prophecy, don’t you think?” 


Despite himself, Apollo finds a grin curling his lips “Ah, so you know how 
to be wise about something other than love?” 


Aphrodite nudges him with her elbow, hitting his ribs with a lot more 
strength than she needs to. He winces. “See, this is why you and Percy 
Jackson need each other. Both of you, sad, miserable heroes, when you 
could have it all.” 


Apollo raises an eyebrow. “Is that so?” 


“I’m an expert at compatibility, dear,” Aphrodite smiles, a little like she’s 
indulging a slow kid, and Apollo frowns. “You’re a god, one of the most 
powerful ones in Olympus when it comes to domains, at that. The ideal 
kouros, perhaps even the most equally loved and feared of us throughout 
history—act like it. Your heart is so soft, Apollo, it always has been. That, 


your sister and I agree on. Percy Jackson... well, you’d know better than I 
do.” 


A sigh. “He’s a category five-plus hurricane hidden in a six-foot-tall glass 
of water.” 


“Exactly,” Aphrodite nods, and her wine glass suddenly starts refilling. She 
takes a sip. “You both need a boost in confidence. You get along. You 
understand each other. You’re both a middle point between gods and 
mortals, in several ways. Don’t waste this chance.” 


Apollo soaks in the severity in Aphrodite’s voice, and wonders. It would 
serve him right to listen, for once. 
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Percy wakes up at six a.m., absolutely freezing. His heater has been 
jammed for about two months now, and while he should probably tell his 
landlord about it, Percy keeps avoiding it. The guy hasn’t really liked him 
ever since he accidentally made the plumbing explode. An experience he 
does not care to relive anytime soon. 


The weather isn’t nearly cold enough to psyche him out, but as the end of 
the year approaches with every demigod at camp and the whole population 
of New Rome praying for some non-region-appropriate snow, it has gotten 
unbearable. So he crashes on Annabeth’s couch at least once or twice every 
few weeks, when the weather predictions announce some _ insane 
temperature drop. 


As such, he’s basically a Popsicle by the time he drags himself out of bed, 
looking at the hour with resentment. He would have slept at least two more 
if it wasn’t for the cold, but now he has no choice but to make himself a 
steaming cup of coffee and wrap himself in as many blankets as he owns 
while shoving cereal and milk into his mouth, glaring furiously out the 


window at the sky. He hopes Jupiter, and every other god and minor deity 
contributing to the New Rome white Christmas, has a shit day. 


Eventually, Percy finds it in himself to take a shower, then scrambles to find 
his phone among the mess in his nightstand’s drawer. He doesn’t use it 
often, other than to call his mom, despite the fact that it would be relatively 
safe to do so inside New Rome — Annabeth’s almost inseparable from her 
own — and he finds the laptop more useful anyways, but he’s supposed to be 
better than this at remembering where he leaves it. 


The battery is almost dead, because he’s been Iris-messaging far more as of 
late, but Percy just plugs it in and decides to wait for it to charge. He is not 
going to brave this weather until lunch, when he meets with Annabeth and 
Piper, just to hunt down a rainbow; the ones he makes out of the bathroom 
sink are always shaky at best, because the lightning sucks ass. 


Once that's done, he’s quick to dial, and his mom is quicker to answer. 


“Percy,” she breathes out, a smile in her voice, and he immediately knows 
he’s on speaker, because he hears Estelle’s excited response to his name 
from the distance, and Paul’s voice saying something to her. It makes him 
feel so much warmer already. “Good morning, sweetie, how’re you doing? 
Everything okay?” 


“It’s really cold,” Percy chuckles, and his mom makes a surprised sound. 
The sound of plates reaches his ears, which tells him they're probably 
finishing up breakfast, and homesickness hits him like a truck. “New York’s 
colder, but my heater is still busted.” 


“Didn't I tell you to get it fixed?” Percy winces. “Honestly, Percy, you could 
get sick, what with all the showers you take at night...” 


“T’m fine, mom.” He shifts on the couch, tugging the blankets tighter 
around his body. “I called to say that I miss you all, not to get reminded I‘m 
a bad adult.” 


“Oh, please, I was way worse than you,” his mom laughs, and the sound 
makes Percy smile, his heart ache. He really regrets not going home every 


time he talks to her now, but Apollo pops into his mind and Percy’s 
thoughts helplessly derail into warm smiles, gold and blue eyes, how that 
wouldn’t have happened if he had gone. It’s his mom talking that brings 
him out of it. “We miss you too, but I’m glad you’re spending more time 
with your friends this year.” 


Percy swallows. “I don’t really see the difference, other than I don’t get a 
Christmas with Estelle.” 


His mom goes quiet like she’s thinking about something, so Percy prepares 
himself for a good life lesson— not that he’s complaining. Sally Jackson is 
just about the best person to get advice from that Percy’s ever known. And 
he’s not biased at all to think so, since several others agree. Still, they both 
know this is a touchy subject for him, and while Percy wouldn’t dare to get 
snappy with his mom, he wouldn’t hesitate to change the subject. 


“T know that you’re having a tough time, Percy,” she starts, her voice soft, 
filled with fondness. “Sometimes life's harder when you have time for 
yourself instead of focusing on others. I just hope you're taking proper care, 
and know you're not alone." 


Percy thinks of the creeping loneliness of his apartment and swallows the 
knot that forms in his throat. "I'm trying, mom. I just... I don't want anyone 
to worry. I think I'm starting to, ah, figure out some things, but I don't know 
how much it changes." 


"Yeah?" His mom asks, prompting him to elaborate, but Percy hesitates, 
wondering where he should begin. He should tell her about the fake dating 
thing, be honest with at least her about it, but he finds that he doesn't want 
to blow the lid off of this to anyone, and she'd probably scold him for lying 
to his friends, even if with love. 


He shifts his focus. "I've, uh... I started seeing someone." 


"Really?" Percy's heart throbs at how excited she sounds. "Tell me all about 
it— I thought it would still be a while, after Annabeth." 


"Me too," Percy mumbles, bites his lip. He's suddenly sweating, nervous. 
"Just, I... can you promise not to freak out, mom?" 


"Freak out?" 


She sounds so concerned that Percy wants to kick himself on the face. "The 
person I'm seeing, well, they're— he's, uh. He's a guy. I'm sort of, like, 
dating him. Annabeth knows him and everything." 


"Oh," his mom says, and before Percy can shit himself, she sighs in relief, 
chuckling. "Oh, baby, did you think I didn't notice anything while you grew 
up?" 


"Uh, what?" 


W 


"Percy, you've always been..." she hesitates, and he has a feeling she's 
about to say something really embarrassing. “Well, let’s be honest, alright? 
You've always been a little oblivious when it comes to romance. And I was 
so concerned with your safety all the time - I still am - that I... noticed that 
the way you looked at boys wasn't all that different from the way you 
looked at some girls." 


"This is news to me," Percy lets out a strangled groan. "I didn't— mom, I 
didn't even realize there was supposed to be a difference until I... until this 


guy. W 


Sally Jackson, a hurricane in her own right, laughs at Percy's distraught 
reaction. "I considered it as a possibility by the time you were thirteen, 
Percy, and perhaps it crossed my mind once or twice before, since it's not 
like the Greeks were particularly picky— 


Percy's face goes red. "Mom." 


"—when you spoke of Luke, I could tell you had been more taken with him 
than you probably realized, and even more so when you mentioned 
everyone at camp seemed to have a crush on him at some point. I wasn't 
willing to exclude you from that list, even if you were." 


"This is mortifying." 


"Percy," his mom sighs, and he can picture her shaking her head, 
somewhere between amused and exasperated at his embarrassment. "You're 
who you are, and I love you that way. I don't care who you date, as long as 
they make you happy." 


Percy has a horrible moment of self-awareness in which he realizes he's 
getting entangled - even if faked - with a god, out of all people, and that his 
mom already has experience with that, so he swallows down the need to 
confess any further, now that this is out of the way. He doesn't want to give 
her any wrinkles, or any more grey hairs. Not with the holidays they’re 
spending apart. 


"Thanks, mom," Percy pauses. "Paul's listening?" 


"He just left for a meeting at school. He took Estelle to daycare, and I 
should probably get writing,” she giggles, and Percy has a bad feeling about 
it. "I kind of want to know about this mystery man of yours, though. Is he 
blond?" 


Percy whines. "Mom, why do you know that's my type?" 


"So he is," she points out, and Percy mumbles an affirmative. "Let me guess 
— taller than you, handsome, funny... maybe a little on the wild side?" 


"How—" Percy starts, snaps his mouth shut, and shakes his head. "Mom, 
are you describing your type?" 


"When I was your age, maybe. I'm into reliable men, as of late." 


"I want to hang up, now," Percy shakes his head, feeling short of 
traumatized. "This was a mistake." 


"Percy—" 


"T didn't need this information, mom." 


"Alright, alright, I yield," she laughs, and despite the redness of his cheeks 
and the heat creeping up his neck, Percy can't help but laugh with her, even 
if it's at his own expense. "I love you, Percy. You know you can tell me 
everything." 


"Yeah, I’m just traumatized for life," Percy snorts, and he can tell she's 
shaking her head in disapproval from here. "I think I'll go now, I'm having 
lunch with the girls, and I need to get some groceries. Love you too." 


"Alright, baby." His mom pauses, and her tone is wicked when she speaks 
next. "Remember, you'll still need condoms." 


"Oh my gods, mom." 


Despite it being rude, Percy hangs up to the sound of her laughter, feeling 
like he's overheating. Suddenly he has too many blankets, and shoves them 
off. Percy looks at the time and decides showing up early to Annabeth's is 
not a bad thing, wanting to run away from the fact that he has the same taste 
in men as his mom— it makes him think all sorts of odd things about his 
dad, which he really doesn't need, either. Annabeth won't mind it if he's 
early, and Percy will take any distraction from the thought of his mom 
reminding him to have safe sex. 


He gets dressed, shoves his phone back into his drawer, and hurries along 
the four blocks of street that separates his apartment building from 
Annabeth's tiny home. They used to share a place not too far away from 
here, and came to an agreement about not moving that far away from each 
other for convenience once they broke up. Now, Piper unofficially shares 
the house with her, since she's supposed to go back to her dad’s in the 
spring, but it feels like they've always been here, together, because of how 
perfectly they fit with each other. 


Percy would have been jealous of how easy it was for them if living with 
Annabeth had been hard for him; they had this kind of easiness around each 
other at some point, but that's long gone. And while he's not necessarily 
happier for it, it does help him breathe easier, to know he'll never ruin what 
he has with Annabeth. 


His knocking is perhaps a bit obnoxious, but Piper welcomes him in with a 
wide smile, dragging Percy into the kitchen, where Annabeth's staring at the 
soup Piper's no doubt cooking with a puzzled expression. It smells divine. 


"T don't know how she does it," Annabeth shakes her head with a smile, and 
then looks at Percy, shooting him a wink in a way that she most definitely 
picked up from Piper. "Good morning, lover boy." 


Percy groans. "Don't, please. I had enough of that with mom." 


"You told your mom about Apollo?" Piper asks, shooing Annabeth away 
from the stove as if her mere presence could fuck up the food. Percy knows 
firsthand that her skills in the kitchen aren't the best, so he's glad Piper 
seems to be in charge. "I didn't expect that." 


"I told her I'm seeing a guy," Percy shrugs, going for nonchalant, but he 
probably looks too nervous to pull it off. "She took it well. Decided to 
embarrass me." 


"Did she point out how obvious it was?" Annabeth sits on a stool, in front 
of her laptop on the kitchen island, throwing Percy a knowing smile as he 
goes red. "I didn't want to say anything, but even though you were never 
purposely looking— well, the only difference between how you reacted to 
handsome men and gorgeous women was the situation. You were always 
indifferent." 


Percy stares at her, mouth hanging open, and Piper chimes in, staring at her 
soup. "You know, I was convinced that you were either going to kill Jason 
or kiss him, for a while. You became friends instead." 


Jason's name throws Percy for a loop, and he makes a sound that he's sure 
isn't human, dropping himself on the stool beside Annabeth's as his whole 
perception of his relationship with Jason shifts. 


"Gods, he was blond, too," Percy groans out, and Annabeth bursts out 
laughing, patting Percy on the back. He crosses his arms over the island and 
buries his face in them. "What's wrong with me?" 


"You like smart blondes that can kick your ass," Piper says it so casually 
that Percy wants to jump off a building. "We have that in common, though I 
believe I've branched out more than you." 


Percy snorts, looking up from his arms. "You could've been my sister and I 
wouldn't be surprised." 


Piper shakes her head. "No. I think that’d be too much madness in one 
family for both of us." 


Annabeth chimes in before Percy can throw a fit, even if it would be mostly 
to joke around. "Come on, now, let's give him credit. He figured out how to 
date Apollo, of all people, on his own. Even if he kept him waiting." 


"T didn't do that," Percy tries not to pout, but the unimpressed eyebrows shot 
his way don't convince him of having success. He scrambles to justify 
himself. "I was just confused. Couldn't tell if he was being nice or nice." 


"He's plenty of both," Annabeth chuckles. "That kiss—" 


"I think I saw his tongue," Piper points out, and Percy resists the urge to 
melt into a puddle. "He was really going for it, in front of my salad." 


"You're not funny," Percy mumbles, but it's not true, and she knows it. "He 
caught me off guard." 


Annabeth and Piper exchange a look, which Percy doesn't like, but they 
look back at him as if he didn't just see them using telepathy on each other. 


"I guess you were nervous, with him being a guy—a god we know and all, 
introducing him to us," Annabeth says, and squeezes Percy's shoulder. "But 
it's alright. He seems to like you. Do you like him?" 


Under their watchful eyes, Percy blushes. "I— yeah. I wanna get to know 
him better." 


It's not a lie at all. He's managed to keep his mind almost entirely off Apollo 
all day, but the thought of him still lingers in the back of his mind. The way 
he was so patient and caring, how he smiled at Percy, the feeling of his 


warm hands. It's a friend crush, as far as Google told him, so he's rather 
taken. He wants to talk to him again, make up for the last couple of years, 
wants to see if he was really just feeling like doing charity yesterday or if he 
really meant it, at the end, when he implied he wanted the same things 
Percy does. 


Companionship. Friendship. Someone to keep his place warm, too— 
Apollo's hot as a furnace, in every sense of the word. Percy could use the 
free heating. 


"You're so whipped," Piper says, pulling Percy out of his thoughts, and he 
frowns in confusion. Annabeth rolls her eyes. "Food's almost ready. You'll 
love it. And then, you'll bake cookies for us, yeah?" 


Percy grimaces. "I'm not thrilled about your vegan recipe." 
"Hey, there's a first time for everything!" 


Annabeth mumbles something to herself that sounds strangely like 'kids' 
and he can't really blame her. Piper is far more focused than he is, but she's 
still a force of nature. It's a wonder she lets herself be loved, the way 
Annabeth does. The way Jason did. 


Percy sighs and leans into the banter, his smile widening when Annabeth 
finds her way into it. Perhaps his mom was right; he's not alone. It's nice to 
have friends. 


Percy leaves a couple hours before sunset, fully intending to head to the 
grocery store, but he finds his feet taking him to Temple Hill once more, 
stopping before Apollo's temple, staring at it until he gathers enough 
courage to go in. He doesn't have anything to say, not really, and not much 
to leave as an offering, but he drops all the cookies he has and a stray 
dracma he finds in his pocket. 


He’s trying to figure out if he should say anything or just leave, when a 
figure enters his peripheral view and an arm wrapping around his shoulder 


startles him. He jumps so hard from the scare that he almost trips over his 
own feet, turning to face the newcomer. 


Apollo waves at him, his grin wide, a little of remorse in his eyes, yet not 
nearly enough to hide his amusement. “Ah, right, demigods. Sorry, I 
forgot.” 


Percy blinks, his heart racing in his chest, body twitching with adrenaline 
and helplessly stuck in fight or flight mode. “God, wear a bell on your neck 
or something!” 


“*God’, singular? I do have a name, but if you esteem me so...” Percy 
glares at him, shaking his head, and Apollo shrugs, defeated. “Alright, 
alright, I’m sorry.” 


“Say goodbye to any future offerings,” Percy mumbles, sighing, forcing his 
shoulders to relax as he takes a second to drink the sight of Apollo in— 
sunglasses in his hair, a tank-top, ripped jeans, sandals, not at all weather 
appropriate. Not looking like Lester this time either, but the difference is 
not that big—Lester is as handsome as most of the children of Apollo and 
Zeus that Percy’s met, if not even more so, now that he's grown into shape. 
Apollo himself looks like the impossible dream of an artist, but still human, 
both of them appealing in a similar way because of his personality. He can’t 
help asking. “Were you on a bender this morning or did I catch you in your 
formal attire yesterday?” 


“Eh, I wish. Not much partying for me, these days—I feel responsible for 
things now, you see,” Apollo winks at Percy, a wicked glint in his eye, and 
notices how he’s not moving any closer, how he’s barely gesturing with his 
hands. Keeping himself out of Percy’s space. “I was all the way in South 
America, dealing with a heat wave. My bad. Thought I’d dress for the 
weather.” 


Percy snorts. “Dress or undress?” 
“Whatever floats your boat, really,” Apollo tilts his head, smile widening, 


and gestures around them. “What brings you, then? Are you hoping for 
another prophecy?” 


“You wouldn’t catch me dead.” Percy shakes his head, cringing. “I dunno, 
guess I... guess I was thinking of thanking you for yesterday. Whatever that 
was—I think I needed it.” 


Apollo’s eyes turn soft at the corners, his smile not nearly as blinding. It 
makes him look sincere in a way that Percy hasn’t seen a god be in a long 
time, perhaps since Hestia back at the height of the Titan War. So long ago, 
it feels like a dream. But Apollo’s gaze is different. There’s something 
about him that’s always been casual, that hasn’t rolled off him in waves of 
power as much as for other gods, but rather as a silent call for attention, 
much like Artemis. 


It was easy to believe that Apollo was just another demigod, even before his 
punishment; he stood out like the sun, fittingly enough, but it was no 
different from how mortals can stand out from crowds because of their 
confidence and charisma. It is distinctly more human now than it was 
before, less forced, less calculated. Just like Lester. Percy likes it; it makes 
him feel like there’s a gap between them that they’re slowly building a 
bridge over. 


“Tt’s no trouble,” Apollo steps forward and offers Percy his fist; he meets it 
with not a second of reluctance. For a fist bump, it feels important. “I don’t 
suppose those cookies are your mom’s?” 


Percy grimaces. “Her recipe, made vegan. Piper’s idea.” 


Apollo seems slightly disappointed, but his eyes are playful. “Ah, well. Not 
much of an offering, then.” 


Percy doesn’t dignify that with a response, rolling his eyes as Apollo walks 
around him to reach for them, biting one without even giving it a second 
look. He considers the taste for a second, savoring it slowly, and then 
shrugs, biting into it until he’s done eating it. 


“T mean,” he starts, shaking his hands clean, the crumbs disappearing before 
they can even touch the ground. “I would have another, if offered.” 


“There’s five more there.” 


Apollo waves it off, grinning. “Details.” 


Percy opens his mouth, closes it, licks his lips and watches Apollo stare at 
him as if he’s the one that could spew a prophecy any second now, too 
focused to be casual. The tension that existed between them when Apollo 
left yesterday is not quite there, the air between them not as charged, but 
Percy can feel traces of it building in the silence. Apollo is expectant, 
knows somehow that there’s a lot more going on in Percy’s head. More that 
he wants to say but can’t find the words to. 


Leap of faith, Jackson, Percy tells himself, taking a deep breath, you never 
know until you do it, do you? 


“So, ’'m going grocery shopping,” he says, swallowing around the nervous 
feeling rising in his throat. Apollo blinks, nodding along with him, doesn’t 
give away anything like they’re playing a game of poker. Percy takes the 
jump. “Wanna come with? If—if you’re not busy, I mean.” 


Apollo relaxes, just enough that Percy wouldn’t notice it if he wasn’t battle- 
ready at all times. “In New Rome?” 


Percy wipes his sweaty hands on his jeans, shoving them into his pockets. 
“T do a little bit of uh, both—shop for essentials here, indulge myself in the 
local Target.” 


“I love Targets,” Apollo’s eyes gleam, and Percy bites his lip to keep 
himself from chuckling like an idiot, holding back a snort. Fucking hell, it’s 
not even that funny of a pun. “If you’ll have me, I’ll go. ’m done with my 
duties for the day, unless one of the Muses misplaces her lyre again. Truly 
urgent matters, as you can see.” 


“What an awful crisis, yeah.” Percy does not make an ugly, choked off 
laughter sound. He gestures with his head at the temple’s entrance. “Should 
we g0?” 


Apollo strides towards him without answering, grabs hold of Percy’s hand, 
and drags him out of the temple, barely giving him enough time to react 
before the warmth of his skin registers, at the same time they step into the 


colder outside weather. A winter jacket and boots materialize on Apollo’s 
body. He looks appropriately eye-catching for a god. 


He pulls him closer, walking them down the street with confidence, his 
hand steady and firm in his. Percy’s having a good head day, and a good 
body day, the contact doesn’t feel stifling or overbearing, so he doesn’t try 
to pull away. A few stray citizens walking the street notice and stare, but 
Percy doesn’t pay them any mind as they walk back proper into the city. 


“Would do well for people to see us around,” Apollo whispers, leaning in 
close to speak almost directly into his ear, and Percy shivers at the brush of 
warm breath. “It’ll make your friends think twice about us, hm?” 


Percy blinks. “I meant to ask, why did you say we started, uh—” 
“Fucking?” 
“__that, three or four months ago?” 


Apollo licks his lips and looks around them before tilting his face up to the 
sky, squinting at the weather. “Your birthday. We’re in November, and on 
your birthday, you spent the night alone. I thought it would be appropriate 
that we started, ah, talking around that time.” 


“Secret nightly visits?” Percy wonders aloud, his voice weak, and Apollo 
chuckles, nodding. “That’s—wow. I didn’t think you’d take it so... 
seriously, to track down a date.” 


Apollo elbows him, as well as he can while holding hands. “Hey, I made a 
promise, didn’t I? And, like this is hard. Try being in an improv-poetry 
competition for four weeks, see how hard it is for you to make up a story as 
you go later.” 


Percy openly laughs, this time, because that sounds like torture. “Did you 
win?” 


Apollo shoots him an affronted look. “Of course I did—and if you hear 
otherwise, then they are lying. I definitely won that competition.” 


“Did you kill the judge or something?” Percy asks, and wonders if he 
should be more concerned about that idea, but Apollo is a god, and even if 
he doesn’t like it, well. It’s history, probably. 


“T did no such thing,” Apollo huffs. “Might have broken a few rules, for a 
completely justifiable reason.” 


“Yeah?” 


Apollo’s expression sours. “Listen, my competitors’ outfits were very 
offending.” 


Percy laughs again, the sound unexpectedly torn from him, and has enough 
of a mind to take control of their route, pulling Apollo into a shop and 
trying to kill his huge-ass smile, but he fails, and every time he looks at 
Apollo, Percy snorts. 


The shop owner rolls his eyes at them as they keep the conversation going 
in whispers, Apollo doing a retelling of the situation with such exaggerated 
detail that Percy knows only half of it can be considered as fact. Other 
shoppers stare at them, and Percy’s sure that a rumor about him holding 
hands and gluing himself to Apollo’s side and choking on his laughter at a 
local grocery store is going to spread like wildfire. 


He’s alright with that, surprisingly. Percy doesn’t like the resulting attention 
from helping save Olympus twice. The fame—it makes him grit his teeth 
and wears on his patience most days. Even more so when people look at 
him like he’s some sort of movie star, but he’s never cared about this part; 
the part where he can spend a day with a friend and know that he enjoyed 
himself, know what actually happened, and shrug off the rumor like water 
under the bridge. 


Still, he’s more than a little spooked when Apollo pulls him into a kiss, far 
less awkward and much sweeter than the one at the restaurant. Percy tenses 
up on principle, as he was in the middle of asking whether he should buy 
triple-layer toilet paper or not before his words got swallowed by the kiss, 
but he finds himself relaxing into it, into the warmth, reciprocating with a 
slow slide of his lips and a sigh. 


Apollo looks more than a little red, when he breaks it off. 


“Frank walked in,” Apollo says, sounding like he wants to apologize. 
“Walked right out after he saw us, though.” 


“Oh,” Percy stares at him, dumbfounded—he had forgotten, for a second, 
what they were doing. His lips are tingling. He’s still holding toilet paper. 
Apollo’s eyes turned gold, at some point, and they look like they could eat 
him right up, but they go back to blue as he watches. “That’s uh, that’s— 
alright. Cool. He’s, you know, probably still processing yesterday, doesn’t 
wanna—” 


Percy makes a vague gesture with the toilet paper and Apollo laughs, 
shaking his head. “Doesn’t want to intrude. He’s probably off to tell Hazel.” 


“Right.” 


Apollo points at the tripe-layer toilet paper. “Seems excessive, unless you 
want a really soft asshole.” 


Percy feels himself blushing. He mumbles. “Yeah, I figured.” 


He buys the double-layer and tries to pretend Apollo isn’t staring at him 
when he adds a pack of baby wipes to his final items. He uses them because 
they’re soft, they smell nice, and they cool down his skin after a nightmare 
—another thing Annabeth came up with, that she uses herself, since it’s less 
complicated than getting a towel and wetting it at the sink. If the shop 
owner judges him for it, well, fuck him, but Apollo seems so curious that 
Percy finds himself explaining, once they walk out, perhaps out of his own 
embarrassment. 


“Ah,” Apollo nods, shooting Percy a funny look. “That does make sense.” 


There’s something about his words that’s stilted, like he wants to say 
something else but won’t. Percy doesn’t feel courageous enough to pry right 
now, in case it has to do with his refusal to see a therapist. “Um, Target, 
then?” 


Apollo has such random taste in music that Percy discovers at least ten new 
radio stations in Berkeley that he had no idea existed. He almost regrets 
letting him take over the radio as he drives, but Apollo looks picture 
perfect; feet up on the dashboard, with his permission, leaning back against 
the seat, sunglasses over his eyes, his hair blowing in the wind because 
Percy pulled the Prius’ backseat windows halfway down. 


A modem sun god, shining golden against the mundane backdrop of 
Berkeley’s mid-afternoon traffic, the light streaming through the windows 
catching on his blond curls, just sitting in his passenger seat. Neat. 


“Take a picture, Percy,” Apollo drawls, shooting a cocky smile at him, so 
Percy tears his eyes from him, back to the road, blushing. “I meant to ask, 
by the way, have you told anyone about your, ah... discoveries, from 
yesterday?” 


Percy shrugs. “I told my mom I’m dating a guy.” 


“And she took it well, I imagine?” Apollo tries to sound casual, but Percy 
can tell he’s being cautious, either because he doesn’t want his answer to be 
upsetting or because he doesn’t want to be upset on his behalf. Maybe both. 
He nods, rolling his eyes, and Apollo sighs. “Your mother is truly a goddess 
among mortals, Percy.” 


“She embarrassed me pretty badly,” Percy chuckles, feeling like he might 
blush just from the memory. “Even she knows my type, which is apparently 
her type when she was younger, mostly. Said she’s into, uh, reliable men 
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now. 


Apollo whistles. “I can’t decide if I should be hurt, or if Poseidon needs 
water for that burn.” 


Laughter bubbles from his chest, and Percy finds himself trying to 
remember when the last time that he let it out this easily was. Sure, he has a 
good time with his friends, but looking back on it, it all seems... muted. 
Like he wasn’t actually there. 


Percy blinks. “I can’t believe it.” 


“What, how funny I am?” Apollo asks, zapping through radio stations. 
Percy doesn’t even get to hear anything, but his immortal ears must pick up 
something he’s not. He settles on an alt-rock station and leans back in the 
seat, but he’ ll probably change it the second the song ends. 


“No, I mean—lI just realized I haven’t been trying my best, lately,” Percy 
frowns, takes a left, starts driving them into the parking lot of the closest 
Target. “Just... I dunno. I guess I did really, really need yesterday.” 


“Bit of a wake-up call, then?” 
“More like a slap to the face.” 
“Or an arrow to the heart?” 


Percy keeps his eyes on the road, and wonders at what point he’ll have to 
stop forcing himself not to smile or laugh, in order to not blow-up from 
restrained joy. 


“That’s cheesy, even for you,” Percy points out, glancing at him out of the 
comer of his eye, and finds Apollo staring at him, sunglasses low on his 
nose, catches him shrugging. 


“T’m feeling cheesy. Had a talk with Aphrodite today, and that does things 
to you.” Apollo snorts at Percy’s sympathetic wince. “She’s awful. Why do 
I like her?” 


“You don’t sound like you do.” 


“Tt varies,’ Apollo admits, and points Percy to a free spot to park— 
apparently, the place is packed, which means that he might count his 
blessings and walk right back out if he doesn’t like what he sees. Get the 
six-packs of Diet Coke for his fridge and snacks for his friends later. “You 
good?” 


“Yeah,” Percy sighs, turning off the engine, undoing his seatbelt. Apollo 
didn’t wear his, of course, since he doesn’t need it, so he steps out of the car 
first, offers Percy his hand in a way that seems less intimate than earlier, as 


if offering support instead of trying to pretend they’re dating. “How do you 
do that?” 


Percy takes hold of his hand, squeezing it, and Apollo frowns at him. “Do 
what?” 


“That... thing,” Percy gestures at their interlaced fingers, and Apollo looks 
even more puzzled. He pushes down the embarrassment of having to 
acknowledge it out loud. “Just, you seem to know when I’m feeling a bit... 
claustrophobic.” 


“Ah,” Apollo tilts his head, considering the information. His eyes run over 
Percy’s body, critical, but not judging. “You tense up, for one—but you also 
start looking like a caged animal, to put it mildly. Like you’ll lash out any 
second. And you get this frown, sometimes. You’re annoyed by it.” 


“Yeah, but—” Percy starts, but presses his lips closed. That question won’t 
do. “You picked up on that in what, a day?” 


Apollo pulls him in closer and taps Percy’s nose with a finger from his free 
hand, looking down at him with a tiny smile, as if scolding him, but not 
quite. “I’ve dealt with patients like you before, Jackson. Don’t worry about 
is 


Percy decides not to say anything, shrugging off the intensity of Apollo’s 
gaze and guiding them into the store. It is, well, packed to the brim, 
apparently some singer is putting out a new album and creating a shopping 
line, and Apollo stares at the CD display with a pleased smile, as Percy 
takes a few seconds close to the main doors to get his bearings. 


“Freya’s daughter, you know,” he sighs, a bit dreamy. “Oh, they’re always 
so talented. I’m so jealous.” 


He looks at the display and frowns. “Of Freya, or whoever this person’s 
parent is?” 


“Frey is so much hotter than her,’ Apollo mumbles, and then blinks, 
clearing his throat, looking at Percy with an embarrassed smile. “Sorry, 


Norse gods are dreamy like that. They have a curious deal of demigods.” 


“Annabeth’s cousin is one of them,” Percy shrugs, and Apollo hums in 
appreciation. “He’s like, dead, but not really.” 


Apollo doesn’t seem at all surprised by this, and smiles at Percy. “Are you 
ready to go?” 


He’s really not, but he didn’t save Olympus twice to freeze up at the sight of 
a few dozens of teenagers—he refuses to believe there’s a hundred or more 
people at the store. That would fuck him up. 


He guides Apollo to the snack section, basket in hand, and starts grabbing 
things off the shelves. Apollo watches him with a twinkle of amusement in 
his eye, slipping, and clearly meaning for Percy to see it, one of the CDs 
into his basket, then raising his eyebrows as Percy continues routinely 
grabbing snacks off the shelves without looking twice at them. Percy feels 
no shame about the amount of snacks he consumes when left alone with his 
nightmares, and some of this stuff is, surprisingly, not for him, but for the 
upcoming movie-night sleepover at Annabeth’s. 


Which, that reminds him... “Uh, are you free next week?” 


Apollo stops reading the back of a new Doritos variant Percy grabbed to 
test out, simply because they’re blue, looking disgusted. “When’s next 
week, exactly?” 


“The weekend before Saturnalia starts. Friday night, Saturday morning,” 
Percy says, in case he can only make one of those. “We’re having a movie 
night sleepover thing and sorting out the Secret Santa thing—I wasn’t 
paying that much attention, to be honest. I’m just doing what Annabeth 
said.” 


“Some things don’t change, huh?” Apollo snorts, and Percy rolls his eyes. 
“T’ll be there, then. Let’s split your bill.” 


Percy freezes. “Huh?” 


Apollo starts grabbing a few more snacks, enough to almost spill over the 
basket when he puts them on top of his. “I won’t show up at a party empty 
handed. Is it formal or casual pajamas?” 


“No idea,” Percy blurts out, his mind drawing a blank. He had no idea there 
was a dress code for sleepovers. “Should I ask?” 


“No, no, I'll go with the middle ground. So, not naked,” Apollo winks at 
him, looking like he’s dead-ass serious, and Percy’s body starts overheating. 
Naked Apollo, whoa— “And no silk, obviously. I just remembered you’re 
college students.” 


Percy stops staring at Apollo’s face, trying to will the image of him naked 
from his mind, just to nod along, swallowing his nerves. “So, they’ll 
probably make us share the sofa bed, give Hazel and Frank the room.” 


“Good,” Apollo catches sight of a Reese’s jumbo box and nods, as if 
deciding whether that will go with his pajamas or not. He licks his lips, and 
Percy wonders what hole he fell down today, because the sight makes him a 
little dizzy. He’s never thinking about naked Apollo again. Ever. Nuh-uh. 
It’s bad for his health. “C’mon, Percy, you’re missing the gummies, too.” 


He was, in fact, missing the gummies—but also, so it seems, that his 
presumed heterosexuality has finally gone bye-bye, looking at Apollo’s 
bright grin, the annoying picture of him naked plaguing his mind. His 
straightness sure lasted, under the presence of a tall, funny, handsome, and 
wild man. 


He's just like his mom, but there are probably no better things to be. 
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Percy’s phone is blowing up with texts. 
15 Ways to Start Your Day Like A Boss and Feel Good About Yourself. 
Fresh Air, Sunshine, and 8 Other Natural Ways to Improve Mental Health. 
Self-Care Basics: Ways to Start. 
7 Ways Ares Uses Self Care to Calm Down. 
6 Easy Ways to Start Practicing Self Care While Studying. 
Click Here to Learn Self-Care Secrets (FREE!) 


He stares at the articles wondering if this is some sort of joke, but the name 
at the top of the screen remains unchanged. Perhaps he shouldn’t have 
given Apollo his phone number. He is, after all, a god—but part of the 
reason why he agreed to give out his number is he promised to not spread 
it. Much like Percy won’t spread his Netflix password. Much like neither of 
them want Olympus to find out about their pretend relationship. 


Percy sends out a quick ‘is this for real’ and then tries to go back to work, 
checking borrowed books in and leaving them on the cart to drop them off 
at their shelves later, but his phone vibrates again and he has a hard time 
ignoring it. He can hear the low murmur of Ella and Tyson in the back room 
taking a break, and he knows there’s no hurry and they wouldn’t mind him 


being on his phone, but it makes him embarrassed to think that he’s... 
texting his fake boyfriend. 


He got a job at Cyclops Books (and Prophecies and Orange Cat) as a way to 
be closer to Tyson, at first, around a year ago. It was good to remember he 
has a brother in New Rome, even if he’s usually too busy with school and 
Tyson’s too busy getting tattoos to really take advantage of it. Usually, they 
spend these hours of the week, his shift, together, but Percy feels like he 
needs some space. Explaining his relationship with Apollo to Tyson wasn’t 
fun, and neither was explaining why he can’t tell dad about it. 


Besides that, Percy loves the shop. It’s cozy, warm, and he’s learned from 
living with Annabeth that the smell of paperbacks equals peace; a feeling of 
ease washes over him when he catches it. It’s also good practice for his own 
patience with his dyslexia, and ADHD. He might have taken a liking to 
reading as a consequence of it, but it’s still not too often that he picks up a 
book that isn’t for classes. 


This is supposed to be the place where he doesn’t think about anything, but 
Apollo clearly has other ideas. Percy picks up his phone and scoffs at the 
text, ‘unbiased advice!!!!’ followed by a plethora of emojis that add at least 
five lines to the message and he can’t even begin to decipher the meaning 
of. 


‘can’t read. at work,’ he sends, and doesn’t bother to put down his phone, 
because Apollo answers within a second, wondering where that is. He sends 
a picture of Ella’s cat, Aristophanes, napping on the counter next to him, as 
a response. 


Apollo calls him and the vibration nearly startles him into dropping his 
phone. He answers, bringing it up to his ear without thinking. 


“I had no idea you worked there,” are Apollo’s greeting words, and his 
voice leaves Percy appropriately stunned. It’s so... casual, over the phone. 
“Ah, I remember when I almost died in that place. Good times.” 


Percy stares at Aristophanes. The cat turns away, as if not wanting to 
witness this conversation—or maybe it’s just him, like always. 


Aristophanes doesn’t seem to like him very much, despite being nice to 
almost everyone else. “What part of ‘at work’ made you think I’m free to 
talk?” 


“It’s the Christmas season and you work at a bookshop in a Roman 
demigod city full of dyslexia-ridden citizens. Can’t imagine you’re too busy 
during holidays without the university students to empty your inventory,” 
Apollo clicks his tongue, chuckling, and Percy snorts. “Also, you did 
answer, and I might have peeked in from up here to see if you were busy.” 


“That...” Percy shakes his head with a sigh. “...is stalking. Don’t. Are you 
in the sun chariot right now?” 


“In the sun chariot, in a hospital in South Korea giving blessings, at a music 
class, having tea with the Muses, and about a hundred other places,” Apollo 
groans, and there’s a sound like he’s hitting his head against something. If 
Percy had to guess, that’d be the chariot. “I should be teaching archery to 
the legion later—or maybe that’s tomorrow. I don’t know. I’m bored.” 


“Sending me weird self-care articles is your way of finding entertainment?” 


“What can I say? You’re living rent-free in my mind,” Apollo laughs, an 
edge of helplessness to it that Percy can’t help but return, since he’s in the 
same spot. He wouldn’t dare say it out loud like he is, though. “Seriously 
speaking, though, may I ask— have you considered telling the truth yet, 
now that you’ve had room to think? Perhaps to your mom at least?” 


Percy sighs, thinking of the phone call he had with his mom a couple days 
ago, the day he went out with Apollo to Target. To say his guilt hasn’t 
gotten worse would be like saying that Zeus’ ego can’t get any bigger; it 
currently has no known limits. It’s not so much the fake dating, to be frank 
—it’s Apollo’s godhood that’s fucking him up, thinking of years and years 
back, the sacrifices his mom made to keep him safe from monsters, her 
strength to keep him and raise him alone. 


He didn’t want to make a decision about it yet, but after the night he had, 
barely having gotten rest over the crawling feeling of uneasiness on his 


skin, it all came to a head. He has to at least tell her who he’s ‘dating’. She 
deserves it. 


“_,.after Saturnalia,” Percy mumbles, lowering his voice, looking down at 
the books he was filing. He runs a finger over the cover of the one on top, 
squinting at what might be a cursive d. “I want to get to Saturnalia without 
having to address the failure I am for lying in the first place, you know.” 


“You’re everything but a failure, Percy Jackson,” Apollo says, with so 
much confidence that he wants to believe it. “New Rome gossip works fast, 
though. You have to be prepared for your father. I doubt it’ll be long before 
the news properly reaches Olympus, and everyone everywhere will know 
about it after that. Aphrodite is kind enough to keep it to herself for now.” 


Percy closes his eyes and fights the anxiety rising in his chest. The last 
thing he needs is having to deal with Olympus’ reaction to... them. 
Particularly Poseidon’s. “Why do gods have to care so much about shitty 
gossip, but can’t be bothered to send a birthday card to half their kids?” 


He gets no response, which makes him realize the awkwardness of what he 
just asked. It’s not like Apollo was the exception to this before or during the 
wars. Most of the neglect the gods inflict on their kids comes from their 
own carelessness, instead of some oath like the one that was made after 
World War II. Gods play favorites but are just as quick to discard them as 
they are to pick them. 


It reminds him that perhaps it’s not such a good idea to befriend a god, at 
least not like he currently is. Percy likes Hermes, and he likes Hestia, and 
Artemis, but this—a casual phone-call in the middle of work for both of 
them, having exchanged phone numbers at all... it’s a bit much. Percy 
doesn’t even know if Apollo’s kids, either here in New Rome or back in 
Long Island, have his number, yet here he is. 


He’s about to pull out any excuse to hang up the phone, not wanting this to 
get more awkward, when he hears a voice clearing its throat, and Percy 
opens his eyes to see Apollo standing before him. He’s leaning on the other 
end of the counter, petting Aristophanes. The cat starts purring as Percy 
hangs up his phone, staring. 


“Hey, there,” Apollo waves, giving him a soft smile. Percy looks down at 
his clothes, and—yeah, those are nurse scrubs, which he’s somehow 
rocking, with a name in Korean stitched over his breast. Only seeing the 
characters make Percy a little dizzy. “You sure like loaded questions, don’t 
you?” 


Percy picks up the cat and almost gets scratched in the face as he sets him 
down on the floor, patting his tail so he’ll go to the backroom with Ella and 
Tyson. “You shouldn’t be here.” 


“T can’t visit my boyfriend at work?” Apollo raises an eyebrow at him, to 
which he rolls his eyes. He half-expects Apollo to kiss him, just to really 
nail it home, but he doesn’t move from where he is. Rather, he looks at his 
scrubs and frowns. “Aw, shit, wrong outfit. I just copied and pasted a 
physical version of myself here on autopilot.” 


Percy thinks he looks perfectly fine; in fact, he’s almost annoyed by how 
stunning he makes the scrubs look. “I’m... I shouldn’t have asked you 
that.” 


Apollo pulls at the edge of his shirt and Percy has the wild thought that he’ ll 
take off his clothes in the middle of his little brother’s book shop to change 
out of the scrubs. But as Percy watches Apollo pulls at it a few more times, 
and his whole outfit turns into jeans, combat boots, and a black turtleneck. 
He tries not to let his eyes wander, but it’s hard—that turtleneck is a second 
skin. 


“Uh, no, you were right to ask that. It’s true. I just think it’s a conversation 
better done face-to-face, don’t you?” Apollo glances up at Percy through his 
eyelashes, and, wow, were those always that long? That blond? His eyes 
that blue? “Liking the turtleneck? Goes with the bookstore vibe.” 


Percy makes a sound along the lines of ‘uh-huh’ and then wipes at his 
mouth as subtly as he can, thankful that he isn’t actually drooling. Now that 
he’s realized that he has an above-average appreciation of the male figure 
(read; at least fifty-percent of him is very gay), Percy’s caught himself 
looking at guys to make sure that he isn’t making up his attraction to them. 


It got really awkward during swim practice, when one of his teammates and 
a son of Victoria, Joey, caught him staring in concentration—not because he 
found him particularly attractive, but because he was trying to figure out at 
which point he went from ‘that’s a belly’ to ‘oh wow skin’. Needless to say, 
Percy realized how creepy he was being and hasn’t looked at a guy since. 
But Apollo just... ruined that. 


“T really don’t want to discuss Olympus’ morals. Or, lack of them,” Percy 
sighs, and looks down at his abandoned work. Nothing he can’t finish 
tomorrow, sure, because the holiday season is slower up until a week before 
Christmas. So, Percy starts putting it away, knowing that neither Ella nor 
Tyson will mind if he leaves early. It’s not like he’s been that productive. 
“At least not today. I already know it starts with cannibalism and trauma, 
and ends with incest.” 


Apollo coughs into his fist, hiding a smile. “We are cousins, babe.” 


“Don't.” Picking up his backpack, Percy walks towards the backroom and 
pops his head inside, watching as Ella pats Tyson’s back, Aristophanes 
climbing the tattooing chair to rub against Tyson. “Guys, I’m heading out 
early. You good?” 


“Good!” Tyson gives him a thumbs up, and Ella mumbles something about 
it being his time—she’s always ominous like that, though. He got used to it. 
“Have fun with Apollo!” 


Percy wants to ask, just for a split second, how he knows about Apollo, and 
then he remembers that they weren’t exactly keeping their voices down that 
much, and Tyson has good ears. He forces a smile, and hopes it doesn’t 
worry them, either. “Thanks!” 


Apollo is browsing through bookshelves when Percy turns around, 
dropping the velvet curtains, but he doesn’t actually take a book in the time 
it takes Percy finding his spare key, putting on his coat, and making sure he 
isn’t forgetting his reading material for the holidays like last time. In fact, 
he can feel Apollo watching him from the corner of his eye, and it makes 
him jittery. 


His first words, after they step out of the store, are an invitation. “Dinner? 
My treat.” 


Percy bites his lip, hesitating. Perhaps it isn’t fair to Apollo, that he’s 
second-guessing this when Percy offered, on two separate occasions, to 
spend more time with him—first when he held his front door open, then 
when they had a trip to Target two days ago. But he can’t help it; he had a 
rough night, and his water bill is bound to be disgusting with how long he 
sat under the shower spray. He’s not having a great head day. 


And maybe that’s exactly why, when he looks up at Apollo’s eyes, he finds 
that he craves the freely offered warmth behind them. A weak smile curls 
his lips. “Can I pick?” 


“Sure!” Apollo pauses, lips twitching. “Can I drive?” 
“What? No.” 
“C’mon, I’ve been driving cars since they were invented—” 


“Paul loves that car, dude—” 


In the end, Percy gives in to Apollo’s charms—or, maybe, probably, to the 
promise of ice-cream and French fries. Apollo can’t help but be a little 
smug about it, yet doesn’t push his luck by teasing Percy for having a 
weakness for fast food. No, Apollo doesn’t drive faster than he has to, he 
doesn’t touch the radio, and he even pulls on the seatbelt, to which he gets 
an eye-roll. He behaves. 


Percy Jackson picked McDonalds for dinner and Apollo can’t even be mad 
about it. Sunset washes over Berkeley as they drive to the nearest 
establishment, and his Self in the sun chariot prepares to get back to 
Olympus, but all he can really think about is how he'll answer Percy's 
question. 


He doesn't have a clue as to how he wants to explain it by the time they're 
sitting down to eat, the car ride having been filled with silence and the 


music from the radio station. The windows down, the sky painted Percy's 
handsome features gold and purple, darkening his eyes. It was a sight 
capable of rendering any other muse useless, and no doubt the catalyst to 
stories about heroism and selflessness, akin to the ones of the old days. 
Even after looking away, Apollo can still feel the flames of inspiration— it's 
been a while since he's written a ballad for a hero. 


So, Apollo counts his blessings, and decides that Percy, with those heavy- 
set shoulders and that noble clench to his jaw, paired with the shadows of 
exhaustion under his eyes, deserves a normal topic of conversation while he 
eats. 


"Why the bookstore?" Apollo asks, rolling up his sleeves to his elbows. 
Percy's eyes stick to the uncovered skin and then snap away, eyebrows 
furrowing in thought, as he sips his drink and unwraps his burger. "I don't 
blame you, it's a lovely place, but I guess I was expecting something 
more... you know, demigod things, like legion training. Not that they pay 
well." 


Percy pouts his lips, just so, a ghost of self-doubt and anxiety flashing in his 
eyes. He's practically mumbling when he speaks. "It was because of Tyson, 
mostly, but I read. Not a lot, since it's hard, but... I read. Got into it a little 
because of Annabeth, and it escalated when I started working." 


"Do you have a favorite genre?" Apollo looks down at his food, 
unwrapping his own burger and putting a few fries in his mouth, but Percy's 
silence claims his eyes back, just to find pink ears and a lip bitten red; Percy 
should probably quit that habit. "Oh, you do, don't you? What is it, then? 
Mystery? Adventure— no, you've had enough of that... slice of life? Sci- 
fi?" 


"No," Percy shakes his head, his blush deepening. It looks lovely, when 
paired with the blue-and-green flannel he’s wearing over a white shirt; 
brings out his eyes. "No, none of that. It's... you have to promise not to tell 
anyone. It's a guilty pleasure." 


"I promise on the Styx," Apollo grins, hears thunder far enough away that 
he knows Percy didn't. Styx must be warming up to him, after all. Percy 


looks stunned, has a bite of his food, watches him from the comer of his eye 
like his presence makes him nervous. A far cry from his demeanor in 
Target, which was more laid-back, and Apollo only had to look at his eye 
bags to know he didn't have an easy night. He hopes he's having a good 
time now, regardless. "What is it, then?" 


Percy sighs, eyes pointed at the table, half-lidded. "I like to read romance 
novels. Self-published. As in, mom erotica." 


Apollo chokes on a fry at ‘erotica’ and Percy winces like he expects him to 
laugh. He pounds his chest and has a sip of his drink, straw making an ear- 
piercing noise, clearing his throat to prove him wrong. "Sweet Hades, you 
too?" 


"T..." Percy blinks, not knowing what to take from that. "You... too?" 


"Mom erotica is a dying genre, Percy," Apollo points at him with a fry, 
trying to appear serious, but the smile starts growing the second Percy 
seems to accept that he's not judging him, eyes widening, leaning back 
against his seat. "It's trash, yeah, but think about all that passion. All those 
unfulfilled desires by both straight men and women. It's like looking at their 
soul— also, they're hilarious." 


"Mom got me to read some because she's been using them as a quick laugh 
for years," Percy shakes his head, allowing Apollo to see the shadow of a 
smile on his lips. Along with a little mustard, but that just adds to the 
image. "Learned how not to write from them. I got hooked on accident." 


"You mother did well to teach you," Apollo nods, winking, and Percy's eye 
roll feels like a storm clearing, mirth dancing along it. "I see where you get 
your brains from." 


"You should tell everyone there's not actually seaweed in my brain," Percy 
snorts, licking sauce off his thumb— wow. A sight. "Just mom erotica. And 
trauma." 


Apollo wants to laugh, but he catches the self-deprecation in the joke and 
barely avoids a frown. It probably wouldn't be smart to talk about it now, 


though. So he moves on. "Well, any other genres you like?" 


"Not really," Percy shrugs, licks his lips. Doesn't bite into them this time. 
"Mom erotica is easy to read, unless the writing is below rock bottom. 
They're basically all the same, except some have cowboys, some have 
lumberjacks, and some have CEOs. When I actually read something good, I 
can't focus." 


"Have you tried audiobooks? That might help," a blank expression meets 
his statement, and Apollo winces in sympathy. "I'll lend you my Audible 
account. Make a rec list for you. I'm about to change your life." 


"That sounds ominous," Percy murmurs, and well— who's Apollo to deny 
good instincts? Percy will never be the same after he hooks him up with 
queer literature. "But, thank you— uh, isn't that service owned by..." 


He makes a cut-throat motion, and Apollo does laugh this time. "The 
Amazons? Well, you know, they can run a business. And, under the right 
conditions, I do like a man in chains." 


Percy chokes, seemingly on his tongue, and Apollo wants to wash his own 
mouth with olive oil. A little harmless flirting doesn’t hurt anyone, sure, 
except Percy Jackson might just spontaneously combust from it. 


“Right.” Percy wheezes out, and barely takes a breath before he’s back to 
eating, finishing his burger. He has better table manners than Meg, though 
most people do; what does say a lot, though, is the care he puts into 
cleaning up his hands with a napkin and piling up his trash on his tray, as if 
taught to. Military school style. “Uh, is there something on my face?” 


Apollo swallows and blinks, shooting Percy a smile. “Not at all. I’m just 
thinking...” 


“Yeah?” Percy brings his eyes up, meets his own. It hits Apollo, how young 
that gaze is, and how much it’s been worn down. “About what? The books 
rec list?” 


“No, actually,” Apollo sighs, looking out the window beside them. 
Nighttime has fallen by now, and his eyes catch easily on stars that mortal 
eyes could never distinguish in the thick of a city. “I was thinking about 
your question from earlier. About gods, and carelessness.” 


Percy frowns like he had forgotten about it, but Apollo knows that the 
thought has chased him ever since he saved Luke Castellan’s soul. “You 
don’t have to answer that. It’s not like you can speak for everyone.” 


“T am the god of knowledge,” Apollo points out, and Percy huffs out a 
short-lived laugh, only an amused smile lingering. “I don’t really feel 
knowledgeable as of late, though, and regarding this subject... well, I can 
only tell you what it was like for me before I was Lester.” 


“Isn’t that too personal?” Percy adverts his eyes, but only for a second. 
Curiosity brims in his gaze, along with caution. “I mean, I know I already 
made things personal, but...” 


Apollo, perhaps compelled by the tight set of Percy’s shoulders, reaches out 
to wrap a hand around his wrist, the one resting over the table. Squeezes 
softly and feels the thrumming of life under his skin; demigod blood in his 
veins powered by a heart that can only be human. Feels scarred skin, thin 
and old, the kind that he wouldn't have expected on this type of warrior yet 
hardly surprises him. Percy’s eyes widen, then, just a fraction, and he looks 
vulnerable. As scared of reality as Apollo was when he walked in Lester’s 
shoes. 


Well, he’s not the god of truth for nothing, and he long ago stopped fighting 
the facts. 


“Percy, I wondered a lot of the time, while being mortal, if the world truly 
needed me,” Apollo receives an eyebrow raise in response, and 
acknowledges the incredulity of it with a nod and an eye roll. “Think about 
it. If I were gone, there are other gods that would keep the sun rising, and 
you know, the fabric of magic, science, if that disappeared. The arts I so 
dearly love have long been given to mortals and developed by them. 
Archery’s an Olympic sport that goes back millennia. And, admittedly, 


while my gifts in healing would be missed, not all doctors have my 
blessings, nor are they all my children.” 


"I—" Percy takes a deep breath, his wrist flexing under Apollo's hand 
before it relaxes. "Wouldn't everything just... decay, eventually? You make 
it sound like your existence has no real purpose." 


Apollo shrugs. "Does it? Would it really decay, or would culture and 
humanity just reach a limit unsurpassable without gods? One they wouldn’t 
even need to get close to?" 


".,.are you the god of philosophy or something?" 


"Eh, I took a couple classes on it," Apollo winks, earning the sight of one of 
Percy Jackson's disarming grins; this one features him ducking his chin, 
biting his lip. He continues. "We gods left our mark on this world ages ago. 
Our existence supports that certain ideas aren't forgotten, and we do strive 
for development, once in a while, keeping the flames of growth burning, but 
we always... turn a blind eye to what is a relationship of dependency. The 
Apollo I was thought of demigods as errand runners and mortals as ants on 
my way to a Britney Spears Las Vegas concert." 


"Why?" Percy frowns, and it makes him look like his father— even more so 
than usual. Apollo hopes Percy doesn't get the same wrinkles Poseidon has 
in his lifetime; that would indicate a soul almost as turbulent as the sea 
itself. "Why do you turn a blind eye to it, if demigods and mortals are the 
whole reason you're around?" 


"Egocentrism," Apollo snorts, and Percy pauses, taken aback by such a 
simple answer. "We've been worshipped for millennia. You were created by 
someone's fancy— and later, I myself helped with the creation of 
soulmates, if only as a stitch-man. Your morals aren't our morals, and we 
bleed ichor, not blood. We don't feel the way you feel. For most of us, to 
accept, truly realize beyond just knowing that, in the end, we're nothing 
without you... it could break us. Or at least, the version of us that was 
meant to be." 


Percy stares at him, mouth slightly open, chest rising and falling faster than 
before, until he finds his bearings, clearing his throat. His words come out 
dry. "So you pretend we're all unimportant?" 


Apollo tilts his head, and looks out the window again. Counts up the stars. 
"Most of us hold real love for our children, or at least I'd like to believe that. 
But it's buried, beneath our beliefs, beneath the way we're supposed to be. 
Gods can't have human hearts. If we did, then all that separates us is... 
power. Power that we would not have without you in the first place. It's a 
terrible, unfair thing, for the children. For you. But it's the only way I can 
make sense of our nature. Imagine if we felt like normal parents do, when 
they lose a child. If we didn’t move on, or buried it down in a couple days 
and perhaps acted in revenge later. There'd be war and despair without 
fail... every single day." 


Silence, for a few minutes, as Apollo allows Percy to process his words. It's 
calm; there's barely any people at this McDonald's, and they picked a quiet 
corner. Percy's heartbeat under his fingers remains fast, reflecting the 
thoughts Apollo can't see, and he rubs his thumb over a scar, just once, 
notices the aborted shiver. Finally, after his Self in South Korea is done with 
his work, Percy speaks. 


"And where does that leave you?" 


His voice is shot to hell, rough. Shredded. Apollo absorbs the question and 
looks back at Percy, not hiding the surprise on his face. "Me?" 


Percy's wrist moves, just so, as if to turn his hand and allow their palms to 
touch. It reminds Apollo of that one painting, Michelangelo’s Creation of 
Adam, if only in reverse, closer, without the gap between their species. As 
if a mortal were giving him, a god, his humanity. 


"You're not like them," Percy says, and Apollo takes a breath. Feels the 
weight of that statement. "I can tell. You feel— you feel the way humans 
do. You don't have a god's heart." 


Apollo's the one left staring, then, for a second. He nods, remembering the 
day he woke back up on Olympus, worried sick that he had somehow slept 


through his friends’ lives. Disgusted, in the back of his mind, by the council 
meeting that took place that day. By his father. 


He has to concede, then. "No, I don't. Not anymore. I was stripped of my 
ichor. My domains. My power. Undone and reborn under Python's poison, 
at the edge of... at the edge of Chaos. Just this short of oblivion. Welcomed 
as if I was never gone. I was made aware, to put it mildly, and I wouldn't 
change that for the ignorance of before." 


"So..." Percy proves his bravery, then, turns his wrist. Allows their palms to 
touch, fingertips against skin. It's more intimate than any kiss they've 
shared, and the look in his eyes — thoughtful, considering, understanding — 
hits Apollo like a gut-punch. Has him breathless. "What are you, then? If 
you bleed ichor, but your heart is human?" 


Apollo lets out a mirthless laugh, on the edge of pain. "I wish I knew, Percy 
Jackson." 


8. Chapter 8 


Notes for the Chapter: 


thank you all again for the sweet comments! i'm glad you guys are 
enjoying the pacing of this story. last chapter was by far one of my 
favorites to write, like i mentioned, but from this point forwards we're 
getting into... deeper territory. hope you enjoy :) 


It’s the Friday before the first day of Saturnalia comes, and Apollo’s still 
reeling from their conversation. That depth of character and that honesty, 
coming from himself, surprises him more than the questions he answered. 
When was the last time he allowed himself to share his thoughts on a 
subject so complex? He used to enjoy having debates with the thinkers of 
old, something that comes with his nature. It’s only logical that a patron of 
knowledge and philosophy enjoys learning new perspectives. There’s a 
reason he sits in at university lectures. 


But he might have loosened his tongue a little. 


Afterwards when they drove back, Percy at the steering wheel, ice-cream 
long-melted on their tongues, something heavy sat in the air; different from 
the tension of a few days ago. Raw. Dangerous. Percy Jackson had looked 
up at him, when they were standing at his front door, and Apollo could tell 
that he wanted to invite him in again, yet didn’t—perhaps out of some sense 
of self-preservation, or caution. Perhaps he also felt the electricity in the air, 
and was just as scared of it. 


He shouldn’t have talked to Aphrodite, either. That might be making this 
feeling between them feel like more than what it is, though her promise to 
not interfere ran far too honest. She’s in his head now either way, gushing 
about pretty children and drama and what a good-looking couple they 
would be — on that point, he agrees, though — and Apollo would apply the 
out-of-sight, out-of-mind strategy if ignoring someone like Percy Jackson 
didn’t feel like a disservice to having a good time, which his mind won’t let 
him forget. 


Speaking of, Percy Jackson is a ridiculously unrealistic example of a human 
being. When he laughs his face lights up in such an unfair way compared to 
any other mortal on the planet that Apollo doesn’t know why anyone else 
even tries to smile. And he looks captivating when he’s focusing on his 
thoughts—which is to say, Apollo is weak, and pitiful, and everything is 
Aphrodite’s fault. Who decided that Percy should be allowed to be both 
irresistible and fascinating to talk to? Seems unfair. 


“Are you done?” Meg asks, though this time she doesn’t throw food at him, 
but only because she doesn’t have any. She has dirt, though, which is far 
more dangerous, but she cares more about the plants than him, so she 
doesn’t waste it. She’s kneeling in one of the many, many potted gardens 
that have been set up in the terribly dryness of Palm Springs, outside of the 
greenhouses of Aeithales, planting more yucca as if she needs any more 
Joshua in her life. Apollo’s supposed to be helping, but he got distracted by 
his woes. “I thought you would tell me something about New Rome in 
general. Not just complain about how your boyfriend is pretty and smart.” 


“He’s not my boyfriend,” Apollo tries not to sound disappointed about it. 
Meg’s snort tells him he failed. “And don’t go around saying he is, 
especially near bodies of water— I don’t want Poseidon to find me without 
his son to bravely tell him that his love life is none of his business.” 


“You’re just scared of him.” Meg digs another hole in the soil, ignoring 
Apollo’s denial, and blows a strand of hair that escaped her ponytail away 
from her face. “Seriously, why can’t I cut this?” 


“It’s pretty, and you promised Herophile,” Apollo runs a hand — the clean 
one — through her hair, and almost gets his fingers bitten off. “Alright, be 
like that, and I won’t update you on my situation anymore.” 


Meg stops, and looks up from her garden for just long enough to glare at 
him from under her sunglasses. “I wanted to know about the unicorns. I’m 
supposed to try and get mine to have a family.” 


“Hazel says they’ll arrange a meeting somewhere in January,” Apollo 
shakes his head, sighing. “You know I could pop another one into existence 
just for you so you can breed them—” 


“Ew, no, I want to do it myself.” 


“Fine, become a natural, vegan farmer, and abandon me in the dust. My 
gifts to be wasted.” 


Meg grunts like she wants to say something rude, but Lu found out about 
her flipping him off. And while she thought it hilarious, she insisted Meg 
doesn’t get in the habit of it. Her straightforwardness is already rude enough 
to strangers. Herophile, meanwhile, had made sad eyes at Meg, threatened 
to wash her mouth with soap — or olive oil — and that had been that. 


“Dramatic,” Meg sits back on her calves, looking up at him through her 
sunglasses—a gift from him, and probably the only gift that isn’t the 
unicorn that she dares interact with in his presence, but Lu’s sent him 
pictures of her using the rest. “Well, then, are you going to that weird adult 
pajama party tonight? Maybe paint Percy’s nails? Braid his hair?” 


“T mean, if he wants me to,” Apollo shrugs, and Meg actually chuckles, 
proof that she isn’t dead inside. Ah, teenagers. “Adult pajama parties are the 
best pajama parties, Meg. No parents to cut back the sugar intake, dirty 
games, flying togas, bare skin—” 


“Are you describing an ancient orgy or do you have a weird concept of 
pajama parties?” 


Apollo yelps, covering Meg’s ears, inadvertently smearing dirt on her 
already dirty face. “Meg McCaffrey! Who taught you that word?” 


“What, orgy?” Apollo yelps again, and some dryads that are walking 
through look at him weird, but that’s nothing new. Meg brushes his hands 
off her ears. “I’m almost seventeen, you prude. Didn’t guys become adults 
at fifteen in Sparta?” 


“That was Sparta. This is the United States,” Apollo pauses, thinking on 
that. “Actually, you have a point.” 


“Whatever, weirdo,” Meg starts standing up, so Apollo steps back before 
she can elbow him and give him bruises. He might be a god, but Meg’s 


strength is not to be toyed with. “You guys are so gay.” 


“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me,” Apollo deadpans, and Meg 
laughs again, more openly, washing her hands and pulling a face at the way 
Apollo literally shakes his own clean. 


She heads inside, and Apollo takes a second to gaze at the fading sunset, 
thinking of where he’ll be in a couple hours—probably trying to avoid an 
attempted murder by Annabeth Chase. And clever questions from Piper. 
While Percy stands off to the side trying to maintain peace through the 
power of his pretty eyes. There are worse places to be and worse situations 
to be in, but it still baffles him that this hasn’t backfired yet. 


Well, the night is young. If he learned anything from his time as a mortal, 
it’s that there’s always room for disaster. 


Percy regrets agreeing to show up the second he and Apollo cross 
Annabeth’s threshold. First off, he forgot to tell her he was bringing a guest, 
though she didn’t seem that surprised by it. Second off, she and Piper had 
clearly been at it with the Christmas decorations all day, even though he 
knows neither of them care much about the birth of Jesus. Christmas is 
much like Valentine’s Day is for a lot of people when it comes to most 
demigods; another commercial holiday to have an excuse to stuff 
themselves with food. The winter solstice and Saturnalia don’t quite cut it 
like this. 


“Oh, wow,” Apollo mumbles, looking up at the greenery hanging from the 
doorways and the lights on the medium-sized, practical plastic tree that 
Annabeth acquired last year. As well as at the well-hidden, if-you-don’t- 
look-up-you’re-safe mistletoe over the kitchen doorway. Percy’s trying not 
to be weird around him, but their conversation from a couple days ago 
lingers in his head, the spot where their hands touched still burning. It’s 
distracting. “Jolly.” 


“Do the gods celebrate Christmas?” Percy asks, leaning in close to Apollo 
to keep the conversation private as Annabeth rushes to help Piper with 
dinner—a dreadful scenario. Being this close to him allows him to catch a 


whiff of his cologne, and it somehow reminds him of New York, which 
makes him think it might be some weird gods-only brand that gives 
everyone nice thoughts. It’s great. 


“If you mean religiously, no, obviously,” Apollo snorts, side-eyeing Percy, 
like the question caught him off-guard. He’s been a little tense, as well, 
even though they were fine texting about his book recs. It seems being face 
to face is making it too real again. “And we don’t put up trees on Olympus, 
either. There’s Saturnalia, as you know, and the solstice, as well as game 
night. But ‘All I Want for Christmas Is You’ is definitely on my December 
playlist. Love that shit.” 


“Ah,” Percy nods, pauses. “Game night?” 


“Apollo!” Piper calls, peeking her head out of the kitchen doorway to look 
at them. “You’re good at peeling onions, right?” 


Apollo’s expression sours with what seems to be a bad memory, but he 
complies, and Percy is charged with helping him. The four of them crowd 
Annabeth’s tiny kitchen, but taking opposite sides of the island allows them 
to work well enough. There’s casual chatter for a few minutes as the girls 
figure out the vegan burger patty. Then Piper turns towards them, smiles, 
and almost gives Percy a heart attack. 


“So, do you guys want the room or the couch? I doubt Frank and Hazel will 
Sleep together; she’ll probably room with us. So you could banish him to 
the couch instead.” 


There’s a glint in her eyes as Percy blushes up to his ears, but Apollo is the 
one that answers, patting Percy on the back in order to keep him from 
choking. Annabeth watches with an amused, careful look, and Percy hopes 
his embarrassment looks genuine enough that she doesn’t think they haven’t 
ever touched each other (despite Apollo’s claims to how their relationship 
started). The way they held hands at McDonald’s— well, that doesn’t count. 
Doesn’t matter what his dreams tell him. 


“The couch is quite alright,” Apollo clicks his tongue, his lips curling into a 
smirk. “J won’t start anything.” 


“And I will?” Percy blurts out, dumbfounded, and Apollo shoots him this 
look that probably means something for everyone in the room except for 
him, since the girls relax. He feels too slow for their mind games tonight, 
too distracted by... well, Apollo. 


“As long as pants are on in the morning, it’s cool,” Annabeth says, looking 
at Percy as if she fully expects him to disappoint in that regard—seriously, 
he would complain about getting cut some slack if this whole thing wasn’t 
his idea. 


Thankfully, they’re interrupted by Hazel and Frank’s arrival, and the 
general bustle of the six of them somehow working in tandem to get the 
food ready takes up their attention. Percy notices how Apollo seems to be 
orbiting around him, walking to the other end of the room to help with 
something and then back when Percy heads towards that side. He isn’t sure 
if it’s because of their conversation, or because he doesn’t want to be all 
over him in an already limited space. 


It might be both, but Percy doesn’t think he’s ready to process that level of 
consideration when his thoughts already feel muddy. 


“You good, Percy?” Piper asks him, casually leaning into his space to make 
their conversation private, her voice low. She looks genuinely concerned, 
but Percy’s too used to that now. 


“Yeah, I just have a lot on my mind lately,” he glances at Apollo without 
meaning to, watching him help Hazel cut tomatoes, and Piper hums as if 
she knows exactly what he’s thinking. He can’t decide whether that’s good 
or not. “It’s still... new.” 


“Well, if you ever need to chat...” Piper shrugs, smiles, and knocks her 
elbow with his own. Percy can’t help but return the grin, even if only half- 
heartedly. “Enjoy yourself tonight, dude. You deserve it.” 


“T will,” Percy nods, looks at Apollo once more, and finds him already 
staring. Their eyes catch, an unspoken something floating between then, but 
Apollo’s forced out of it by a question from Hazel. He swallows. “Yeah, I 
will.” 


It’s not as bad as Percy thought it would be, in the end. When the vegan 
burgers are ready, they jump right into watching horror movies — Piper’s 
idea, because there’s nothing more festive than murder, sure — and there’s 
not much space for conversation, there. He sits between Apollo and Frank, 
who tries very hard to keep his distance, as if to not disturb them, and it’s 
almost ridiculous how warm Apollo runs, their arms pressed together. He’s 
sweating lightly by the end of the first movie, when they break to clean up 
and gather the snacks. 


“T can switch seats if you’re uncomfortable,” Apollo whispers in his ear, 
when no one’s looking. Percy blurts out a barely audible ‘no’, which has 
Apollo raising an eyebrow. “You seem—” 


“T’m a little nervous and you’re hot,” Percy says, closes his eyes for a 
second as his wording registers. Apollo chuckles, like he knows just how 
fucking gay Percy feels around him at all times. “I appreciate the warmth, 
but could you, uh, turn it down? Just a little, though, I kinda run cold—” 


“I’m not a heater.” Apollo snorts, but the next movie starts, cutting any 
other conversation short. Still, Apollo’s body temperature lowers until 
Percy feels comfortably cozy. Halfway through the movie, he leans on his 
shoulder, and Apollo takes the chance to grab his hand. Shy at first then 
bold when Percy opens his palm, letting him intertwine their fingers. 


It feels indecent, with all their friends here. Even though Frank and Hazel 
are holding hands across the couches while Piper and Annabeth are 
cuddling on an armchair. If anything, they’re the weird ones, but this— this 
is nice. This makes his jitters settle in his bones and slowly dissipate. 


Two movies in, Annabeth brings out the Santa hat. 


“T didn’t get to ask if you’d like to participate,” Annabeth says to Apollo 
while she passes off the hat, her expression apologetic, but he waves it off. 


“That’s fine. I think I’ll just give something to every couple. There seem to 
be a lot of those around, don’t you think?” Apollo nods his head towards 
Hazel and Frank, but it sounds like he means more than just them. Percy 
can’t imagine how many people he knows that are dating each other. “I also 


am... seventy-percent sure I won’t be here on Christmas. Perhaps New 
Years, though.” 


Percy clenches his jaw to avoid a reaction, and he’s thankful for Hazel 
speaking up before Annabeth can study him. “Oh, is it because of the 
solstice?” 


“You could say that,” Apollo smiles, then turns towards Percy, meeting his 
eyes. He has a feeling he’ll explain more about it later, in private, and his 
heart beats harder because of it. “Hope you won’t miss me too much?” 


“T’ll miss having a free heater,” Percy snorts and it isn’t a lie at all. Which 
Apollo can probably tell, since he digs his elbow into his side, his smile 
turning a little sharp with genuine amusement. “There’s always other 
nights, and you know I’m awake during most.” 


He says it without thinking, and without meaning anything by it, but the 
momentary silence in the room is obvious and awkward. Frank passes him 
the Santa hat. 


“Dead last,” he says, offering a kind smile. Percy wants to kiss him, in a 
totally no-homo way, unlike how it is with Apollo, because Frank is 
wonderful for breaking the white noise like that. “No one’s gotten 
themselves yet, unlike last year.” 


“T got myself three times in a row,” Piper huffs. “I’m pretty sure my mom 
had something to do with it.” 


“Ah, well, Aphrodite’s quite a meddler,” Apollo puts his hand in the hat 
before Percy can, and peeks at the paper, as if Percy isn’t holding back a 
nervous chuckle at his words. He leans so close to him to show him the 
paper without accidentally revealing the name to others that Percy can feel 
his breath on his cheek. “Ah, you’re lucky, sweetheart.” 


Cheeks heating at the pet-name, Percy processes that he got Annabeth and 
allows himself to be relieved. She’s easy to shop for. He fears for the soul 
that got Reyna. “Will you help me pick a gift? You know more than I do. I 
could use some ideas.” 


Apollo doesn’t allow himself to be outwardly surprised at the question, but 
Percy catches the glint in his eye. A kiss being pressed against his temple 
and a mumbled ‘sure’ shuts down any pursuit of that line of thought, for 
now. 


Hazel starts to nod off halfway through another movie, and even Percy feels 
his eyelids droop, too comfortable. He breathes in Apollo’s scent, that 
curious wisp of New York, his mom’s detergent, Estelle’s baby shampoo, 
Paul’s leather jackets. Cookies and the sharp tang of a real New York 
winter, and the humidity of the rivers. Nostalgia hits him like a wrecking 
ball, getting rid of any resistance as he allows himself to nod off, face 
buried against Apollo’s shoulder. 


He’s so warm, and solid, and the weight of his arm wrapping around his 
waist to bring him further in is so nice. He doesn’t mind the nap at all. 


Annabeth Chase corners him in the kitchen when everyone else has gone to 
bed, Percy softly snoring across the living room couch and drooling his 
heart away. Apollo had tugged at the hem of his pants and used his power to 
put his pajamas on his body— perhaps a normal boyfriend would have just 
tugged off his jeans, but Apollo understood the need for comfort. 


This does not seem to be what Annabeth wants to talk about, though. 


“What are your intentions?” She whispers, as if anything could wake Percy 
when he’s that deep asleep. Apollo wonders if she’s already forgotten his 
sleeping habits, or if Percy is a lighter sleeper than Apollo thinks he is. He 
could use that knowledge tonight, considering they’re sharing. “No offense 
meant, Lord Apollo, but your dating records—” 


He doesn’t bother to hold back a wince. “Please don’t remind me. I’m 
aware of how it looks.” 


“Yeah, like you’re leading him on,” Annabeth murmurs, crossing her arms, 
but she looks apprehensive. She knows very well that Apollo could turn her 
into something nasty if she actually made him mad or crossed a line, no 
matter how nice he might be now. He would be upset about the assumption 


if she didn’t have millennia of stories to fall back on. It’s a justified worry, 
especially when it comes to... dating. “I mean... he seems a little—” 


“Lost,” Apollo nods, swallowing. He hides his feelings about that under a 
smile, because he saw with his own eyes the expression Percy makes when 
he sees no end to this dark tunnel he’s in. He doesn’t think Annabeth needs 
a reminder. “I know. I’ve... tried to help. Get him to see Asclepius, even, 
but I imagine you know how hard it is for him. And it’s his first relationship 
with a man, so...” 


“Right,” Annabeth looks down, then, biting the inside of her cheek. When 
she looks back up, she’s determined. It’s not unlike the way Athena looks 
when she’s about to convince Zeus to make the less stupid choice. “I wasn’t 
really... I couldn’t help him. And because of that, Lord Apollo, I feel like I 
must ask you to reconsider.” 


A pause. That’s not what he was expecting. “Reconsider what, exactly?” 


Annabeth closes her eyes, briefly, looking like she hates her next words. 
“_,.to reconsider this relationship. I—I’m glad you make Percy feel better. I 
can see that you do, Lord Apollo. I'm shocked, in fact, but I don’t think he’s 
ready for this. He hasn’t even told his mom that it’s you, and that...” 


“Annabeth,” Apollo sighs, shaking his head. She looks so sad, worried sick. 
Questioning her own words, now that Apollo’s softening his expression 
instead of getting defensive. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t think 
that’s your decision to make.” 


It’s a little... dirty, to say this. Percy himself said, when he asked him for 
help, that he has no interest in a romantic relationship right now, but Apollo 
has to play the part. And it isn’t a total lie. Percy will decide when he’s 
ready, and he deserves to have his friends’ trust when he does. Annabeth’s 
lip wobbles, and his heart hurts with it, even as she pushes through her 
emotions. 


“T know,” she says, pressing a hand against her temple, perhaps fighting off 
a headache. “I know, but I feel like I’ve failed him. Like I should—protect 


him. I made a promise that I would. I know he doesn’t want me to, but he’s 
always had my back. And this seems dangerous.” 


“I’m well-aware,” Apollo looks at her, for a moment. Wonders how much 
of her relationship with Percy, her romantic relationship, was based around 
him being there for her, to make it so she feels this guilty now. It’d be easy 
to blame her, he supposes, for several of their failures if their dynamic was 
like that, but Annabeth was just a girl, and still is. She shouldn’t wallow in 
her anguish like this. “I... I didn’t want to go through with it, at the 
beginning, if I’m being honest.” 


A bit of a lie, a bit of a truth. Apollo promised he would help Percy, 
approving of it or not, and Styx taught him the importance of oaths, even 
ones not made on her name. 


“You mean when you two, ah...” Annabeth tilts her head, and Apollo holds 
back a smile, but even she seems amused in this moment. “But, you were 
the one that waited for him, right?” 


“Right, I just happened to make up my mind before he did,” Apollo glances 
down at the floor, swallowing. “I’ll just say this, Annabeth, I don’t plan to 
hurt him. The second I feel like I could, it’ll talk it through with him. Make 
it as painless as possible.” 


“Ts he just a fancy, then?” Annabeth’s expression falls, but Apollo is quick 
to shake his head. 


“Percy Jackson? A fancy? If it were, I would never risk it. Risk me. Risk 
him,” Apollo snorts, finding too much truth behind his words. “No. I like 
him. And I think he likes me a little bit, you know.” 


Annabeth huffs out a laugh. “Please, a little bit— understatement.” 


As friends, sure, Apollo thinks, then pushes his thoughts back. Laughs with 
Annabeth. “So I hope.” 


She stares at him, amusement slowly fading from her expression as she 
thinks. She looks more put-together now, reassured, if only in a very fragile 


way. 


“Just...” Annabeth presses her lips together, and looks a little scared of her 
next words. “Love him, like I couldn’t. I—I let him down. I shut him down, 
and it was too late when I realized it. Just, please. He deserves love, and 
even if it’s temporary between you two—” 


Apollo reaches out to squeeze her shoulder, and then pulls her in with 
caution into a hug. Annabeth tenses up, hesitates to reciprocate, but it’s still 
a hug. It’s not his usual way of getting a message across, but things like this 
—the pain of loving someone like they’re your own flesh and blood, in 
whichever nature, it has always made him weak. 


“Percy’s stronger than we think,” he says, trying to keep his voice as 
soothing as possible. Annabeth’s shoulders fall, and he’s reminded that she 
held the weight of the world. That Artemis held it for her. And that Percy 
took it from Artemis. Life truly goes in circles. “He deserves himself. He 
needs himself. I’m just—hoping to be a helping hand. And hoping that my 
affection might make it a little easier, and that he’ll still want it regardless 
of whether he finds peace or not. Regardless of the time it takes.” 


Something about the words makes his chest hurt. Apollo knows he longs for 
connection, he longs for companionship, and he longs for friendship. For 
love. He’s always been like this, after all, even before Lester. Always 
chasing after things beyond his scope, savoring them for a second before he 
tore them apart or they tore him apart. He doesn’t think Percy’s the only one 
who needs himself, who needs a little peace. 


When it comes to the two of them, right now, though, to a human god and a 
broken hero—he can tell why Aphrodite said they were alike, and 
compatible, and how she made sure to point out that there’s more to love 
than romance. 


Annabeth pulls back, looks into his eyes, and seems to see right through 
him, like his every thought is written on his face. They might be. 


“Alright,” she nods, slowly, smiling so softly that he knows he’s seeing 
something rare. That he’s earned a drop of her trust, which is a terrifying 


thought. “Thank you, Apollo. Have a good night.” 


Apollo might have bit off more than he could chew, befriending Percy 
Jackson. 


9. Chapter 9 


Notes for the Chapter: 
owo 


i thought university work wouldn't let me upload this week, but here it 
is! will i get the one next week up? who knows. im scared. hope u like 
this chapter VPYYUY 


When Percy wakes up, the TV is off. He's lying across the couch, somehow 
in his pajamas, and Apollo is sitting on the floor next to him, staring up at 
the ceiling, his head resting against the couch seat. Percy blinks, 
disoriented, and then sighs, figuring that everyone must have gone to bed. 


“What... what are you thinking about?” He asks, though it sounds like he’s 
speaking through fluff from how slurred it is. He clears his throat as Apollo 
turns to face him, only the light of a lamp illuminating his features as their 
eyes meet, a soft smile over his lips. “You look... thoughtful.” 


“Oh, you know, this and that.” Apollo shrugs, and Percy grunts at him. 
Apollo moves to sit up on the couch with him, gazing downwards at him, 
setting a hand on his shoulder. The air feels heavy again, and yet Percy 
can’t find anything wrong with it. Apollo seems to feel the same. “About 
you, to be honest.” 


“About me...” Percy yawns, shaking his head. “Why?” 


“Annabeth had a little talk with me while you slept, you see.” Apollo 
snorts, smile widening, eyes dancing with mirth. Percy swallows his nerves 
down, waiting for him to explain. “Don’t panic, she didn’t call us out on the 
charade, but—you know, she gave me a warning. I’m not to mess with you, 
no matter how good I am at Scrabble.” 


“Oh,” Percy blinks, looking closely at Apollo. That doesn’t sound like all of 
it, but he doesn’t want to push; something about him seems... tense. “Well, 


I guess—I’m sorry you had to deal with that. I got you into this mess, 
and...” 


Apollo stands up, shaking his head. He winks. “No worries. You’d be lost 
without the audiobooks.” 


Percy’s face heats, but he stands up as well and wordlessly moves to pull 
out the sofa bed with Apollo, sighing when he goes to retrieve their pillows 
and blankets from the armchair Annabeth and Piper left them at. He all but 
throws himself on it, hugging a pillow. “Some of those recs—” 


“They were very gay, weren’t they?” Apollo chuckles, and Percy blushes 
harder, especially as he watches him crawl onto the bed and lay down at his 
side, opening the blanket over both their bodies. He doesn’t bother to turn 
off the lamp, and Percy’s thankful for it. “Anything in particular you liked?” 


“T feel like this is a trap, somehow.” Percy raises an eyebrow and Apollo 
shrugs, giving nothing away. He bites the bullet. “I liked the one where they 
— uh, I mean, the one about the vampire. And the magician. That was, um. 
Enjoyable.” 


“Ah,” Apollo huffs out a laugh, clears his throat. “So you mean the one 
where they spent hours f—” 


“Don’t say it,” Percy hugs his pillow harder, ears heating, and Apollo 
laughs. “You—maybe I could have done with something more vanilla, to 
start with, you know, I had never—” 


“Have you looked up gay porn yet?” 


Percy groans as loudly as he can knowing that it won’t disturb anyone else 
in the house. He blurts out words, not knowing exactly where he’s going, 
but he wants to get away from that. “Nope, no, and I don’t wanna talk about 
that. I just—I liked... I liked the intimacy. Between the characters. It 
sounded nice.” 


“Oh,” Apollo pauses, tilts his head, and Percy meets his eyes after the last 
few minutes of avoiding them; finds a spark of surprise there. He almost 


seems jaw-slacked. “Um. That’s... that’s surprisingly sweet.” 


“Are you...” Percy stops, looks closer. “Are you actually swooning? At 
me?” 


“What?” Apollo scoffs like he’s offended, but Percy can see _ his 
embarrassment. He barely suppresses a laugh. “Me? Swooning? I’ll have 
you know, Percy Jackson, the god Apollo does not swoon at— at sweet, 
justifiable, relatable confessions of a demigod who just read queer erotica 
for the first time—” 


"You're really not as nonchalant as you think you are." A smile takes over 
Percy's features. Apollo stares at him, hopeless tirades interrupted. Finally, 
he concedes with a resigned hum. "Seems like your acting skill doesn't 
extend that far." 


"I used to be so cool, once upon a time, Percy. It would've taken a perfect 
statue of myself to even think about swooning," Apollo snorts, shaking his 
head as if in disappointment. "I was awful." 


"Just awful?" He asks, just to be contrarian, and Apollo nudges him with his 
elbow, somehow finding his stomach. The sofa bed isn’t that big, so it’s 
easy to reach out and touch—but Percy expels that thought out of his mind. 
"Ouch. No violence inside the city limits, you know?" 


"It's not violence if you're dating me," Apollo pauses, and Percy gets a bad 
feeling. "It's foreplay." 


A laugh, mostly fueled by his fatigue and the short beat of silence that it 
took Apollo to come up with the joke, leaves Percy's lips. Entirely too loud 
for the hour and for the fact that they're sharing a sofa bed in his ex's house. 
Apollo reaches for him, chuckling, and his hand finds Percy's mouth, 
covering it to stifle the noise. 


"You're going to get me killed," Apollo mock-whispers, and Percy licks his 
hand. A tiny, barely audible, but clearly dramatized shriek leaves him; he 
makes a show out of wiping the saliva on Percy's shirt. Hand brushing over 


his stomach and planting butterflies, but he sounds unimpressed. "This is 
nothing compared to Meg." 


"I had to do it," Percy bites his lip to keep a giggle from escaping him. 
"Gods, I'm tired." 


Apollo grunts in what might be agreement or simple acknowledgement, 
moving out of Percy's personal space and taking most of the warmth with 
him. He has this silly urge to keep him where he was, an arm almost around 
his middle, and it makes him blush. 


"Sleep, then," Apollo sighs out the words, shifting so he's staring at the 
ceiling instead of laying on his side, like Percy is. "I'll take the first watch." 


Percy scoffs. "You're not gonna sleep?" 


There's a few seconds of silence that might as well have been minutes, and 
then one of Apollo's hands brushes his own. 


"Don't really need it, divinity and all," he says, his voice unburdened, as if 
he's at absolute peace. "I'll sleep when you sleep." 


He doesn't say it, but Percy can feel the rest of the words anyways: 'T'll 
watch over you.’ Swallowing, his heart racing, Percy squeezes Apollo's 
hand in his own, trying to remember when was the last time he felt this 
comforted and was asked for nothing in return. 


His mom comes to mind. Estelle's laughter. Paul's steady, rock-solid touch 
on his shoulder. Annabeth's calm, reassuring smile when he doesn't get the 
grade he wanted on a test. Piper's knowing looks and Hazel's kind 
disposition. Frank's steadfast support. Tyson's brilliant grin and his even 
brighter mind, his capable hands. It all feels like so long ago, even though it 
wasn't, and it makes Percy wonder how long he's been unaware. 


Emotion builds in his chest until he feels like he's about to burst, his throat 
choking up and his eyes stinging. He tries to open his mouth, but all that 
comes out is a choked off sound, a broken ‘thank you'. Barely a second 


later, Apollo is pulling him in, wrapping his warmth around him, guiding 
Percy's head to his shoulder to lean on. 


His whole body shaking, Percy allows the tears to fall quietly. It's not ugly 
cries, like when nightmares consume him, and they feel much more 
cathartic than those ever do. They're quiet, plenty wet, spilling from him 
like he's purging poison from his veins— and isn't that a thought? Apollo 
holds him through it, a hand rubbing his back and the other gently 
massaging his scalp, as if to take any drop of discomfort away. 


It doesn't take too long for him to realize that Apollo's shaking too, and he 
can't help but rasp out a rough, short laugh. "Are you crying with me?" 


Apollo makes a wet sound, most likely with his nose, and digs his nails a 
little more roughly on his scalp. "What, is it illegal to have empathy now? 
I'll have you know, I sobbed uncontrollably at least once a week when I 
was mortal. Still do, once a month or two. These meat-sacks of yours are 
sensitive.” 


“Aren’t those just your feelings?” Percy earns a pinch on his side for it, as 
Apollo mutters about ungrateful sea-spawn, but Percy’s mind and heart are 
a million miles away. “I thought I could just... jump back from it. Let it run 
like water over me, which, it doesn’t.” 


Apollo doesn’t ask what he means, but he seems to understand nonetheless. 
“T think a lot of heroes think that, Percy. A lot of people. Even I thought, at 
the start, that I would be back in one piece on Olympus— and physically, I 
was. Mentally, emotionally, I'm changed. I'm still working on balancing 
Apollo and Lester, you know?" 


Percy takes a deep breath. "You're handling it better than I am." 


"Well, I have a scheduled visit with Asclepius, once a month," Apollo sighs, 
and Percy suddenly can feel the weight of his age with it, as his chest rises 
and falls against his, all his four-thousand years. "It's awkward, most times. 
I've done horrible things, to his mother included— but I try. And he has 
incredible NDAs. Beautifully crafted." 


"Is this your ploy to get me to go to therapy?" Percy asks, but it's a bad 
misdirect. 


"Nah. I thought about forcing you, sure," A long-suffering sigh. "Then I 
realized that would be counterproductive. But it's just... I just want you to 
know you're fine, Percy. Even if you're not." 


He fails to come up with a response to that, so he puts some space between 
them, trying to look at Apollo's face. He finds shadows and outlines, his 
own body blocking the light of the lamp, so he brings a hand up to run over 
his face, to get a better idea of where everything is. 


Why he does what he does next, he isn't sure, but he leans in, plants a breath 
of a kiss over Apollo's lips, and then, before the embarrassment can truly hit 
him, he goes back at hiding his face in his shoulder. 


"Thank you," he repeats, his voice steadier than he feels. And Apollo 
unfreezes, his hands back to those gentle caresses, soothing Percy so 
effectively that he feels it down to his core. 


"Good night, Percy," Apollo whispers, Percy closes his eyes, and sends a 
prayer up to him, despite how redundant it is. "No night terrors for you." 


He drops into unconsciousness like he was already dreaming. 


Percy Jackson is, and Apollo can't decide whether this is unexpected or not, 
a giant cuddle bear. Barely ten, maybe fifteen minutes after he falls asleep, 
Percy starts curling up against him, trying to get closer, almost head-butting 
his chin. He sleeps through it like a truly exhausted demigod; softly snoring 
and trying to keep warm above all else, as if he didn’t fall asleep halfway 
through a movie, but crying can be exhausting. 


It's adorable, but also so intimate that something in him aches. Apollo 
refuses to recall the last time cuddling felt this good, fears stumbling upon 
buried, millenia-old memories that would be too painful to revisit. So he 
lays on his back instead— Percy half-climbs him over the next half an hour, 
at which point he wonders if he should fall asleep. 


He brushes a hand over Percy's hair, watches him drool over his shirt — not 
as cute, but charming — and presses his fingers against his forehead, 
whispering a blessing. Perhaps it's a waste; Percy seems on the road to a 
peaceful night, but Apollo doesn't want to risk even the slightest 
disturbance. He thinks of Percy’s kiss, has a fun memory of how princesses 
of old used to show their gratefulness in similar ways to handsome knights, 
and decides that he’ll keep it to himself. Since Percy might either kill him 
for the comparison or end up too embarrassed to respond. 


Apollo’s gotten himself into a mess. He already knew that, but he couldn’t 
have expected that being invited into Percy’s personal life and having a 
glimpse of who he is behind those concrete walls would leave him this 
invested. Did he want to be his friend? Yes. Did he want to offer him some 
help, because the guy looked like he was drowning by himself? Yes. Did he 
want to end up cuddling him and getting strangely platonic, charming 
kisses? Debatable, but he certainly wasn’t aware that he would enjoy it — 
enjoy him — this much. 


And maybe that’s the thing; sometimes you get handed things you can’t 
deal with at the moment, but that you find you needed later, and that it was 
actually the right time to be overwhelmed by it. It’s such a mundane, 
mortal, human thought, that Apollo recalls their conversation at 
McDonald’s, about what he is. About the contrast between his ichor and his 
heart. 


Maybe he should write a thesis on it. Go undercover at some university; 
Athena would probably help. It’s something to consider. 


Percy snorts in his sleep and Apollo closes his eyes. He has no intention of 
sleeping. 


Something’s different about Percy Jackson. This he knows, told Aphrodite 
as much, but Apollo likes to give thoughts a nice stir, a swirl, when he’s 
feeling melancholic. His birth always seemed like a message from the 
Three Fates, signaling the end of an age of gods and demigods being 
separated; the first time he met him, Apollo had looked through him and 
been instantly fascinated by his iron-willed defiance. At fourteen, Percy had 
looked at Apollo, and had been more interested in his car than his person. 


He almost wishes he’d say yes to his offer to shoot arrows from the sun 
chariot. 


Then again, Percy would’ve probably remained thoroughly unimpressed. 
And people say gods are hard to please. Percy could probably overthrow 
Mount Olympus in a week if he wanted to, and he has no idea. 


Gods, Artemis will never let him live this down. And Saturnalia starts in 
two days. He always makes sure to meet with her — and Hermes, but he 
isn’t that excited about it this time — before the actual celebration starts, but 
he has no idea how he’s going to justify himself. He can already picture her 
disappointment. 


Well, he can always ask Zeus to name a new sun god, he supposes. Maybe 
his son Will would be up for the challenge, though he doubts Nico would 
allow it. Oh, the horror. 


Something in Percy fundamentally changed last night. Waking up with 
Apollo's warm body around him, tangled up like he hasn't been with anyone 
in over a year, the memories of their conversation flooding his mind— 
Percy would have to be beyond oblivious to lay there, feeling Apollo's 
steady breath against his neck, and not realize that he's starting to have 
second thoughts about just how attracted he is to Apollo. 


The kiss. He has no idea why he did that, and now it makes his skin heat up, 
cheeks red, and his palms sweat. He pushes through that embarrassment, 
manages to regretfully pull away from Apollo without waking him up, and 
runs straight into Annabeth at the bathroom door. 


They both jump. 


"Percy," she says, her voice way too loud when his brain is still half-asleep 
and panicking. He winces, and her tone softens. "Sorry— you slept well?" 


The question throws him for a loop, though she doesn’t seem to mean 
anything by it. "Eh, sure. Why wouldn't [?" 


Annabeth stares at him like he grew another head. "Just wondering. Are you 
alright? You seem a little—" 


Piper comes down the stairs and Annabeth curls her lips as she stops her 
words dead, looking like she wants to drag Percy off to an interrogation 
room. But that mild frustration fades the second Piper takes her hand and 
kisses her cheek, turning more into casual disappointment at failing to 
corner him again. 


"Hey, Percy!" Piper beams at him— now, she clearly had a good night. 
Probably with no tears, and not waking up to be terrifyingly aware of how 
fucking hot Apollo is and how much he likes that he is. How he could get 
used to it. "Is Apollo up yet? I was hoping to talk to him." 


"I don't think he's up, no," Percy answers, fidgets. "Um, can I use the 
bathroom now?" 


Annabeth steps aside and Percy locks the door behind him, leaning against 
it with a muffled sigh. He stares at the faucet and wonders if he's somehow 
been dreaming all of this. Wonders if Apollo's smiles, his kisses and his 
thoughtful touches are just his overactive imagination getting the best of 
him. But it can't be, because Annabeth would not look that worried about 
him if everything was made up, and Apollo would not look like he's holding 
Percy back from something sometimes, when they're alone. 


It's just a friend crush. Percy clenches his jaw, nods. He’s just—if he’s 
honest with himself, he’s never wanted to befriend someone like he wants 
to befriend Apollo now. Maybe it’s just that he’s different from the twelve- 
year-old that wanted to kick Nancy Bobofit’s teeth in and protected Grover 
from her. Maybe he’s different from the hero he was at the end of the Titan 
War, and the monster he almost became in Tartarus. He has no idea, but he’s 
never felt like he’d like to be in someone’s company this much before. 


Perhaps it’s because Apollo’s changed as well. Or maybe it has nothing to 
do with that, and they’re just starting to fit together because they feel like it. 
And the... the attraction, Percy would like to deny it, but he doesn’t know, 
he isn’t sure, if this is just how his attraction to men in general works, or if 


he’s just paying too much attention to him as a friend and being weird about 
it. 


He should probably ask someone about it. It’d be too embarrassing to ask 
Annabeth, though, and probably awkward. Nico might have a clue, but he’s 
all the way in New York and, really, he’s not sure he should tell Nico he’s 
‘dating’ his boyfriend’s dad. 


There’s always Piper. But he’s neck-deep in a lie about already liking 
Apollo like that. He would have to come clean in order to get actual advice. 
And, really, would that be such a bad thing? He’s supposed to be telling his 
mom about Apollo after Saturnalia, so maybe he could be honest with Piper 
too. She’s nice. She’s supportive. She offered him an ear to talk to, just last 
night. She knows Apollo the most out of all of them, as well. 


It’s... a plan. Half-baked, raw at the edges, Piper will probably try to kick 
his ass for lying and then make her keep the lie to herself. But it’s better 
than panicking by himself. 


Resolute, Percy nods to himself, washes his face, and opens the door— only 
to find Apollo smiling at him on the other side. Annabeth and Piper are 
slightly visible from the living room, talking to Hazel and Frank. His smile 
is warm, sweet like honey, and he pulls Percy in with a whispered 'good 
morning’ before dropping a feather-light kiss on his lips. 


Percy's heart throbs, his neck heats, and he's barely able to move away in 
order to let Apollo use the bathroom. Why a god would need it, he has no 
idea, but he isn’t about to question the mechanics of that. He hears Piper 
giggling and finds it in himself to turn towards her, blushing further under 
her cheeky wink. 


"Hopeless," she says, and Percy doesn't think she'd like the thought, but she 
feels very much like Aphrodite's messenger right then, her eyes shining 
under the morning light streaming through the window. "It's cute." 


Percy doesn't dignify her with a response. Instead, he buries himself in his 
misery and food, failing not to stumble every time Apollo touches him for 


the rest of the morming while having breakfast as a group, and even as they 
get ready to leave Annabeth's place. 


“Did I overstep?” Apollo asks him once they’re out, walking him home. It’s 
starting to become routine, by this point, and Percy doesn’t hate it, exactly. 
The question startles him. 


“What?” Percy pretends to have no idea what he’s talking about, but the 
look Apollo sends him calls him out on his bullshit better than words could. 
“J—you didn’t. I’m just a little...” 


Confused. Nervous. Gay. There’s many adjectives he could use, and none 
seem right. 


“Okay,” Apollo sighs, and reaches over to take his hand, yet only crosses 
their pinkies. Percy stares at him. “Do you want to use your words, or will 
this do for now?” 


Percy glances down at their joined pinkies. For the first time this morning, 
he relaxes, his mind clearing. He keeps his voice low. “I’m sorry I kissed 
you last night.” 


Apollo clears his throat and looks down, blue eyes dark, eyebrows 
furrowed. “Do you regret that?” 


His heart is beating a violent tune in his chest and Percy is forced back to 
last night; to the elation and relief of being held, and having no idea how to 
thank Apollo with words. Looking at him, and realizing again that he hasn’t 
been himself in months. That the help he’s been offered and the concern of 
his friends might be annoying but isn’t completely unjustified. 


“No,” he says, in the end, and Apollo shrugs, smiling. “No, I don’t.” 


“Then don’t be sorry,” Apollo tilts his head, looking at him up and down. 
“You’re not being selfish, Percy.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“You pulled away from your friends because you needed a break from their 
worry,” Apollo sighs. “The way I see it, they meant well. They still mean 
well. But I don’t think they understood too well where, exactly, you’re 
standing. A break from everyone, some time to yourself so you can 
breathe... it’s not a bad idea. You just happened to find your breaking point 
before figuring out that maybe you should’ve gone to New York.” 


Sometimes, the more he talks to Apollo, the less Percy understands about 
himself. But he doesn’t think that’s entirely a bad thing. “Yeah. I just... I 
panicked. I lied. I shouldn’t have pushed myself to spend the holidays here. 
But at least something good came out of it.” 


“Oh?” Apollo grins, on the edge of a smirk. Percy watches the moming sun 
reflect off his hair like a halo of light, the fond, amused twinkle in his eyes. 
“And what would that be?” 


“Your book recs, of course,” Percy bites his lip, tries to hold back a laugh at 
the way Apollo’s expression falls, and knocks their shoulders together. 
“You still love fishing for compliments, don’t you?” 


“Save it,” Apollo shakes his head, lets go of Percy’s pinkie to wrap his arm 
around his shoulder. Percy shivers at the warm breath against his ear, when 
he leans closer to talk, voice low. “I'll get you to say nice things about me 
someday.” 


Percy swallows. “Is that a promise?” 


Apollo doesn’t answer with anything other than a laugh, and a feeling 
settles, warm, in Percy’s chest. 


Gods, he needs Piper’s advice. 


10. Chapter 10 


Notes for the Chapter: 
owo this is a little early. i got excited. 


there's absolutely nothing hurtful about this chapter. i promise. 
enjoy :) 


This year, Apollo got to pick where he would be meeting his siblings for 
their traditional end-of-the-year bitching about having to spend an entire 
day on Olympus with the rest of their family. When put like that, it sounds 
like something relatively normal that any family can go through, until you 
take into account that they’ll be wearing togas, snacking on ambrosia, and 
listening to Jupiter recount the great defeat of Saturn’s troops at Mount 
Othrys by his fallen demigod son, Jason Grace, only to go further back and 
do a retelling of his own actions against Saturn. 


It’s a little funny that they still celebrate Saturnalia, considering that 
Olympus was almost destroyed by his Greek counterpart, Kronos. But the 
Romans started it centuries ago and, really, it’s just another excuse for a 
party. It's not like Kronos's Roman aspect did much; Romans considered 
him a fertility god, the summer during winter. Big yikes, but Camp Jupiter 
has thrown week-long festivals for years, and Apollo often paraded around 
some off decades and gave them gifts if the party in Mount Olympus got 
too boring. 


It always gets boring after he and the Muses are done singing, because 
Jupiter talks a lot. His best chance is to drink until he’s out of his mind, 
which is why he meets up with Artemis and Hermes beforehand; best to get 
the bitching done with so daddy dearest doesn’t get upset during the party. 
As to why they meet up as their Greek counterparts... it just helps take the 
edge off when they switch over. Diana is less likely to stab someone if 
Artemis already unloaded her baggage, and stuff. 


Apollo picks a movie theater in a town in the middle of nowhere, right in 
the middle of the afternoon. Artemis turns up her nose the second they flash 
there, which looks very judgmental on a twelve-year-old. 


“You couldn’t have picked a place that smells less of pubescent teenage 
boys?” She asks, and Hermes laughs so hard that the ticket seller flinches in 
his booth and almost falls off his chair as they get in line. “Whatever 
happened to the opera? Or, I don’t know, boxing?” 


“Last time I took you to the opera people kept looking at me like I was a 
pervert. And we almost got thrown out because I let a little girl into a 
boxing match,” Apollo complains, reaching out to ruffle her hair, but 
Artemis walks out of reach, purposely stepping on Hermes’ foot as she 
goes. “Seriously, it wouldn’t hurt you to be a teenager for a while—” 


“But then she’d get hit on,” Hermes snickers, and Artemis shoves her elbow 
against his stomach. Actions speak louder than words. “Hey, I’m supporting 
you!” 


“At least we look normal,” Apollo sighs, looking at the two of them. 
Artemis is in her severe-looking ginger twelve-year-old look, and Hermes 
was kind enough to age himself down into a painfully average teenager. He 
looks a lot like Luke Castellan, minus the hair, like that, a thought from 
which Apollo runs from, and he himself is wearing Lester today. There’s an 
odd family resemblance if you squint and do a handstand. Must be the 
daddy issues peeking through. “What are we watching?” 


“You didn’t pick a movie?” Hermes looks at the options, shaking his head. 
“Apollo, did we flash back in time, too? These are decade-old reruns.” 


“T thought we were here to talk, not actually watch the movie.” 


He gets no response, so Apollo turns to look at them, and finds them 
exchanging conspiring looks. Oh no. It’s never good when Artemis and 
Hermes agree on something, especially when it’s related to him. He’s never 
going to live today down, is he? Shit. Keeping his mouth shut for his own 
good, Apollo lets them pick the movie and swallows down his disappointed 


sigh at how it’s horror; he doesn’t want to think too deeply about the 
weekend. That genre definitely doesn’t make him spiral. Nope. 


Isn’t denial a river in Egypt or something? 


The ticket guy looks at them, his eyes noticeably lingering on Artemis, 
whose head barely reaches above Lester's elbow. “Uh, this movie is rated 
Risa 


Apollo opens his mouth, but Artemis beats him to it. “So? What’s the 
problem?” 


She’s using her scary voice, Apollo thinks, and exchanges an amused look 
with Hermes, who crosses his arms and pretends to be too busy looking at 
snacks. 


“Well, kid,” the seller pauses, swallows. Artemis might look twelve, but she 
inflicts more fear upon people with her eyes than a drakon. “I can’t exactly 
let you in, since you’re underage. You’d need, like, I don’t know, a parent.” 


“1’m her brother!” Apollo chimes in, leaning on the counter. The seller 
shifts nervously. He points at Hermes. “And he’s her brother too, from 
another mom, but we don’t talk about that.” 


“Fuck you!” Hermes exclaims happily, and then pickpockets a group of 
teenagers standing off to the side, close to them but out of the view of the 
ticket seller, that clearly have more interest in making out in the dark than in 
watching a movie, if the way they’re tonguing each other says anything. 


“Uh,” the seller looks between the three of them, and then at Artemis again. 
“Should I call the police?” 


Not this again, Apollo thinks, making eye contact with Artemis and rolling 
his eyes. She sighs, looks at the seller and he goes jaw-slacked before 
wordlessly handing them their tickets. Hermes swoops in and pays with the 
teenager’s money. 


"You didn't need to steal," Apollo sighs, once they've picked their snacks 
and are walking towards their screening, and Artemis exchanges yet another 
look with Hermes. "I've got money!" 


"Apollo," Hermes shakes his head, wrapping an arm around his shoulders, 
while Artemis walks ahead and guides them to their seats in the back row. 
"You know, it's been like four years since your punishment, and I'm starting 
to get worried that you're going to keep acting like a mortal teen for the next 
four decades." 


"I'm pretty sure Lester is almost twenty-one, last I checked," Apollo 
pretends not to care about the rest of his words— he lasts all of five 
seconds. "So, what, just because I'm in touch with my feelings now, I'm no 
fun to hang with?" 


"No one said you weren't fun," Hermes pats his back, but there's a grimace 
trying to hide behind his smile. "I'm in touch with my feelings, too, you 
know. I make sure May Castellan is comfortable. That doesn't mean I've 
stopped going on dates, or asking demigods for any sort of help, or started 
questioning whether it's good or bad that I took twenty-bucks off an air- 
headed teenager that smells more horny than a bull." 


Apollo frowns. "You need to practice your allegories." 


“Stop harassing him,” Artemis snaps, directing them to their seats. She 
throws a glare at Hermes. “Apollo’s perfectly fine. Aren’t you?” 


Apollo sits down, each of his siblings beside him, while they both look at 
him as if they will be unhappy with whatever answer he gives. He goes for 
honesty. “Therapy’s great. I mean, I haven’t cried over my mistakes and 
rapidly aging mortal friends in like, four or five weeks.” 


Artemis looks up at the ceiling, letting out a long-suffering sigh. “This is his 
fault.” 


“Tt always is,” Hermes agrees, and produces a twenty-dollars bill from his 
back pocket. He hands it to Apollo. “Here, you can give it to those kids 
after the movie’s over.” 


“You can keep it,” Apollo deadpans, only for Artemis to snatch up the bill. 
Hermes stares at her as if considering wrestling her for it, then thinks better 
of it and settles back against his seat. “I don’t think I'd blame him for my 
inability to shrug off my newfound humanity— which I don’t want to do 
anyways. He barely had any idea what was going to happen when he sent 
me off. I did this on my own and don't regret it.” 


“No one wants you to shrug off your humanity!” Hermes leans into his 
space, lowering this voice. “Just, you know, it’s kinda weird. A lot to get 
used to.” 


“T think it’s fine,” Artemis interjects, drumming her nails against her seat’s 
armrests. “It was a lot, but Apollo is just more aware of the consequences of 
his actions now. Sometimes, I think we should all be a little more aware.” 


“That’s bullshit,” Hermes snorts. “You’re just happy he’s barely flirting 
with your hunters now.” 


“So what if I’m happy that he’s a better brother? Apollo’s been taking me 
and mother on hunting trips every couple of months, and it’s been very 
relaxing. He's still an idiot,’ Artemis scoffs back, crossing her arms. 
“You’re just jealous he’s not wasting nearly as much time on your pranks 
like he used to—" 


“Now wait a minute— I knew nothing of these trips! Why haven’t I been 
invited?” 


“You don’t hunt— actually, no, you do, but you don’t have any patience for 
it, which makes you a lousy companion, and you’re always busy with 
something else.” 


“T could if I tried! Right?” Hermes looks at Apollo, and he has no other 
answer than to shrug. “I want you to know I’m so wounded right now. I 
thought I was your favorite sibling.” 


“T am his favorite,” Artemis pauses, looking at him. “Right?” 


“You already know that,” Apollo rolls his eyes, ignores Hermes' indignant 
protests, and looks at the movie screen. The opening credits aren’t even 
over yet; this is going to be a long one. “Was I a bad brother before?” 


There’s silence for a few seconds, and then Hermes speaks up. “Well, look 
what you’ve done, Artemis, you’ve made him upset—” 


“I’m not upset, I’m just asking—” 


“Well, Apollo, you had your faults, and you still do, but that changes 
nothing. You're still my twin.” Artemis pats his arm, in that awkward way 
that means she loves him. Apollo pouts. “...why are you doing that with 
your face.” 


Apollo sniffles, though he’s not actually crying. “I love you.” 


Both Hermes and Artemis make simultaneous noises of disgust, Hermes 
going as far as to gag as Apollo laughs out loud, uncaring of the people 
around him shushing him. He wraps an arm around Artemis’ shoulder. 
“Wouldn’t kill you to say it back sometimes—” 


“You don’t know that,” Artemis protests, which pulls another laugh from 
both him and Hermes. She rolls her eyes, shrugging off his arm, but her lips 
twitch into a smile. 


“Alright, that’s enough of that, I’m so offended,” Hermes hums, meets both 
their eyes, and smirks. Oh no. “So, Percy Jackson? Really? I mean, not that 
I wouldn’t tap that if it weren’t kind of weird for me, but—” 


“Hey, shut your pie hole,” Apollo digs his elbow into his side, causing him 
to wheeze. “What you just said was so fucking gross—” 


“You’ve fucked me on several occasions—” 
“And I’m starting to regret it, thanks—” 


“Shut up, both of you,” Artemis snaps her fingers in front of their faces, her 
eyes stormy. She looks a little too much like their dad sometimes. Apollo 
squirms as her gaze lands on him. “What Hermes means to say is that we’ve 


heard some concerning rumors about your friendship with Percy Jackson, 
who’s an absolute fine young man—” 


“You don’t need to keep putting emphasis on words for drama,” Apollo 
protests, but it’s half-hearted at best. “I invented that.” 


Hermes snorts. “And also several species of plants—” 
“T will poke your eyes out with an arrow, you little piece of shit—” 


“Stop deflecting,” Artemis demands, sighs out a breath like she can’t 
believe she left her coven of scary immortal ladies for this. “So, Pll be 
clear, then. Are you and Percy Jackson... frolicking?” 


“Sweet me,” Hermes mumbles, snorts, fails at holding back a laugh as 
Apollo buries his face in his hands out of mortification. “You know, sis, 
aren’t you a goddess of childbirth? I don’t think you need to censor for our 
ears.” 


“T’m doing it to spare Percy Jackson the...” Artemis trails off as Apollo 
turns his eyes towards her, practically begging her to not hit his self-esteem 
that badly. “...you know what I mean. Apollo, answer the question.” 


He thinks about how he’s going to spin this lie. He’d like to save Percy the 
embarrassment of the actual situation; Hermes and Artemis are the least 
likely to share secrets told in confidence. Actually, no, Artemis is 
trustworthy, Hermes is easy enough to bribe, especially when it comes to a 
demigod they both like. But Apollo still feels like that’d be a betrayal of 
Percy’s trust and wishes. He already told Meg about it. 


So, half-truths. He’s pretty sure he invented those too. 


“We’re not dating. It’s just rumors,” Apollo says, taking a deep breath. He 
ignores the fear that runs down his spine when both Artemis and Hermes 
visibly relax with relief. “We’re just friends. We get along... really well. 
Like, amazingly well. Percy Jackson is... he’s no joke.” 


“Right,” Hermes nods, sounding skeptical. “So, to summarize, you’re trying 
to fuck him?” 


Apollo chokes on air and Artemis shakes her head. “What? I’m not— why 
would I—” 


“Ok, so you want to,” Artemis interrupts, which only makes him sputter 
louder. Someone throws some popcorn at them, but it never actually hits 
them. “That’s... not as bad as I thought it was. More like you. He’s 
certainly your type and everything.” 


“Yeah, unattainable, with a nice ass,” Hermes catches them staring at him. 
“What, he’s drop-dead gorgeous! I have eyes too, you know.” 


“That’s...” Apollo swallows, trying to recover his bearings. He should 
check if he lost them somewhere at the edge of Chaos. “I mean... I 
wouldn’t be opposed to the idea—” 


“Aha!” Hermes exclaims in victory, so Apollo kicks his shin. “Ouch, 
fucking rude.” 


“But Percy’s not the type. I’m happy being his friend, he’s really nice 
company,” Apollo sighs, gathers their impressions, and finds a doubtful 
look from Artemis and a raised, disbelieving eyebrow from Hermes. 
“What? It’s true! We’re bonding like perfectly fine, no homo, genuine bros 


bB) 


“Alright, I got it,” Artemis rolls her eyes. “Well, that’s good. You’ll save 
Percy Jackson and yourself the drama of that... mess.” 


Apollo winces, but neither of them seem to notice, since Hermes continues. 
“Yeah, exactly! You know we like Percy, and we had a little chat before 
meeting you here that we would convince you not to, uh, do that, but since 
you just have the hots for him like most of Olympus does, I guess there’s 
nothing to worry about.” 


He says nothing, staring at how they’re cutting someone’s chest open on 
screen. He feels like that, and it only intensifies when he recalls the 


vulnerability in Percy’s eyes. The delicate emotions that want to spill out of 
them like a sea trapped behind glass. The softness of his kiss. The trembling 
when he’s touched with affection and the unreachable heights of his chin 
held high, the way only a hero could, but that dips so low in private. 


“...would it be... so bad?” Apollo asks, barely above a whisper. It would’ve 
gotten lost in the sounds of blood-curdling screams from the movie if both 
his companions were human. Instead of not hearing it, they both snap their 
heads in his direction. Apollo doesn’t have to look to know of the horrors 
they’re thinking. “I mean, if I wanted to date him. Would it be so bad? He’s 
just...” 


And he has to leave it at that, because he still hasn’t found a word that 
encapsulates what Percy is. It’s been making the ballad-writing process very 
difficult. 


“Oh, no,” Artemis lets out, barely an exhale of breath. “Apollo, that’s not 
for you to decide. That’s for almost everyone else to decide, except for 
you.” 


A pause, because he has no answer to that. She’s right. Hermes chimes in, 
his voice like steel; the first time today that he’s really stopped smiling. 
Apollo’s quite sick of being the reason people stop being optimistic, but he 
supposes this is the natural order of things. 


“Don’t do that to him,” he says, an edge to it that makes it sound like he’s 
begging him. Apollo closes his eyes, remembers Hermes’ pain when May 
Castellan failed to become his Oracle, how he felt like he had no choice 
with Luke. It still feels like yesterday, no matter how deep Hermes tries to 
bury it down. “Apollo, he’s been through enough. Think of— of his family. 
What Poseidon will say. What he’s suffered. The last thing he needs is 
someone like us trying to woo him and drooling all over his shoes. He 
deserves peace.” 


It was a bad idea to come today, in the end. He should've skipped this year. 
“Why must I always seek out what hurts me the most?” 


Artemis lays a hand over his own, and Apollo opens his eyes to look into 
her steady, silvery gaze. Her body might be twelve, but her expression is 
ancient. It reminds him of how different he is from Percy, no matter what 
tune his heart’s chosen to beat to. The ichor in his veins is irrefutable. One 
day, Percy will be little more than ashes and myths, and he'll remain eternal 
until the day Olympus fades from the minds of mortals. It would never 
work. 


“Apollo, think of yourself,” Artemis squeezes his hand, runs a thumb over 
his knuckles. It’s a small sign of affection, to many, but it makes his heart 
swell, throb a little less. “Percy Jackson is not any demigod or mortal that 
will have a good time with you and then ask for your blessing when he gets 
married in a decade or two. And he can’t love you. He dislikes what we are, 
and we can’t blame him for it, because he’s right about us. He... he 
deserves a peace that you could never give him.” 


Hermes’ hand lands on his shoulder, trying to steady him. “Apollo, we’re 
not trying to hurt you.” 


“IT know,” he chokes out, clears his throat. Clenches his jaw and then blinks, 
forces his eyes back onto the screen. “You’re just giving me advice. Good 
advice. That is... I figured. I just wanted to be sure.” 


His siblings stare at him with worried eyes and concerned expressions, 
weighing down his shoulders. A part of him wants to refute them — isn’t he 
allowed to want things, too, can’t he hope for once that this won’t end in 
tragedy, that he won’t destroy something beautiful with his hands covered 
in Python’s blood, poisonous and greedy, that he'll have something 
temporary yet magnificent? — but he shuts it down, because that kind of 
rebellion against his own nature is what gets him in trouble in the first 
place. 


Aphrodite said that he can make whatever he wants out of Percy Jackson, 
but it’s more accurate to say that Percy can make whatever he wants out of 
him, and Apollo will stick to that. He'll only take what he's given. It’s safer. 
Love doesn’t have to be romantic, and Apollo knows he can give more than 
just that. He’s been a brother and a father and a friend, even if he doesn’t 
have a clean track record. 


This is fine, he tells himself. Even if it isn’t. 


Percy resorts to low blows to get Piper to come meet him alone. The 
banquet for Saturnalia starts in two hours, but they only have one hour 
before the formal offerings ceremony starts and they burn some perfectly 
good food, meant for the Roman aspect of the guy that almost dragged 
Luke Castellan to Tartarus with him. And took the lives of countless 
demigods, a little over five years ago. 


Fuck Kronos. Percy's just doing this for the food. 


“T don’t know if I should be flattered or offended that you called me to deal 
with a fashion emergency,” Piper says, the second Percy opens his front 
door. Her eyes drop to his toga, and her bemused expression turns into a 
frown. “Your toga looks fine.” 


Camp Jupiter sometimes really doesn't know when to tone it down, in 
Percy's opinion. Saturnalia is a big deal, a week-long festival that ends just 
before Christmas and has the winter solstice smacked right down the 
middle. So, while most of the atmosphere is carnival-ish, the first day is all 
protocol and tradition— except they're not making a human sacrifice. At 
least, he doesn't think so. All of this means that they have to dress 
accordingly, which translates to togas without jeans and t-shirts underneath. 


No, Percy's wearing a tunic underneath a toga that he was told fit his status: 
ex-preator, war hero, war veteran. Three whoops for being retired at twenty- 
one. The golden laurel wreath in his hair — and on every other hero of the 
last Great Prophecy — is just a fashionable bonus. He shouldn't have asked 
that son of Venus in charge of ceremonial dress that handed him his robes 
about it. He'll never get rid of the information; he can already picture 
himself having an ADHD thought about it during an Anatomy exam. 


He focuses back on his crisis. 


“T lied,” Percy blurts out, and Piper nods in confusion, but he finds that his 
brain-to-mouth filter is gone. “I’m not actually dating Apollo. I’m sorry. 


Also, my toga is fine, I just wanted to talk to you in private. I lied about that 
too. Sorry.” 


Piper holds a neutral expression for about five seconds, and then she sighs, 
shaking her head and staring into his apartment as if wondering how she got 
to this point in her life. Unfortunately, Percy knows the answer is Hera. He's 
still mad about that bullshit. 


“Right,” Piper nods again, blinks rapidly, and gently pushes Percy back, 
stepping inside and closing the door behind her with her foot. She now 
wears a frown. “Okay, so... I have a lot of questions—” 


“Sure, but I need help,” Percy interrupts her, and squirms at the way her 
eyebrows raise to her forehead. She looks very pretty in her stola, her hair 
done in a braid that cascades down her back, gold glitter on her eyelids 
bringing out the ever-shifting hues of her eyes, the presence of such light 
make-up no doubt Annabeth's influence. Percy makes a point of noticing 
this, in case he needs to sugar-coat his dying words. “I am very attracted to 
men, specifically Apollo, and I’m confused.” 


Piper makes a sound like someone just stepped on her toes, but with less 
pain, and more bewilderment. “Uh, alright, let's see if I'm processing this. 
So you want, what, advice?” 


Percy nods, slowly. “Yes. Yeah, I think so.” 


“Not that I’m surprised that you two aren’t dating,” Piper starts, ignoring 
the way Percy winces, but regards him with curious eyes, looking him up 
and down. “Or that you like guys. Like I said, you could have fucked Jason 
and I wouldn’t have been surprised.” 


“Don’t rub salt in it,” Percy begs her, and Piper snorts, biting down a smile 
and shrugging at him. She sits on his couch, crossing her legs, leaning her 
elbows on her knees. “I’m sorry I lied. I am. I just—” 


“You needed a break. I get it,” Piper pauses, pressing her lips into a thin 
line. “I had my own taste of... this, when Jason and I broke up. And then, 
later...” 


She trails off, and Percy feels like crying. “I’m sorry. I should’ve been 
honest.” 


“You don’t have to apologize, Percy, honestly. I understand your line of 
thinking... I think,” Piper smiles at him, pats the empty space beside her. 
“Sit down, dude, relax. I’m not mad, I won’t bite, and desperation isn’t a 
good look on anyone. I don’t want any... nitty gritty details, if that makes 
you uncomfortable. Let’s just say, you owe me one, because I’m guessing 
you don’t want anyone else finding out, and that implies I have to lie to my 
girlfriend.” 


“Alright, ?’ll make it up to you, just—” Percy pauses to take a deep breath, 
and accepts her invitation to sit down, feeling like his guilt has 
simultaneously gotten better and worse. “Fucking shit, I don’t know what 
the fuck I’m doing anymore. Are you really just going to roll with this?” 


“Well, we’re friends, aren’t we?” Piper knocks their shoulders together, and 
Percy agrees with a hesitant nod. He hasn’t felt like a proper friend in a 
while. “And honestly, I don’t think you could’ve fooled anyone if it hadn’t 
been for your behaviour after going on that date to McDonalds with him—” 


“What? How— that wasn’t a date, I— how do you know about that?” Percy 
stumbles over his own words, and Piper sends him a look that reminds him 
too much of her mother: knowing, playful, and terrifying. Whoever said 
Piper and Aphrodite bear no resemblance at all has clearly never had a real 
interaction with both of them. Piper just so happens to not be as insane as 
her mom. 


“Percy, people live in the city, and they talk, and I’m sure there are plenty of 
demigods that crave McDonalds... for some reason,” Piper scrunches up 
her nose, but the way she smiles at Percy feels sympathetic. “Someone saw 
you two hold hands over burgers and ice-cream, and it spread like greek fire 
— well, they exaggerated a few details, since I doubt you two made out, 
but, you know. That’s called a date.” 


“Okay, I... I can accept that, sure,” Percy nods, heat rushing to his cheeks. 
“But um, what was different about me afterwards?” 


Piper stares at him for a few seconds, her eyes softening. “Well, I was 
hoping you’d notice on your own, but you really like him.” 


Percy swallows down a noise of protest. “Of course I like him. I want to be 
his friend. I looked it up online.” 


“Rule number one of being queer, Percy,” Piper pats his back, her smile 
dazzling. “There’s a fifty-fifty chance that your first real crush on someone 
of the same gender is going to be very similar to a friend crush, up until you 
realize that you’re feeling a little too gay about them. This is what you 
wanted advice on, right?” 


“T...” Percy bites his lip, frowning. “Wait, couldn’t you say the same for, 
uh, straight people?” 


“That’s why it’s fifty-fifty. Friend crushes don’t turn into homosexual 
longing within a few weeks. They turn into bromances,” Piper raises an 
eyebrow at him. “Jason?” 


Percy sighs. “I hate that you make sense.” 


“Oh, I hate it too,” Piper deadpans, and they both let out simultaneous 
snorts. “A god, Percy. Not even a minor god that we hadn’t met before, but 
an Olympian. Apollo. Lester. You’re really the definition of reckless, go big 
or go home, aren’t you?” 


“Tt’s not like I expected this to happen,” Percy protests, and Piper is kind 
enough to shoot him a sympathetic wince. “Your mom was the one that put 
the fake dating idea in my head.” 


Piper’s expression goes from amused to angry in under a second. “What?” 


“Uh, it was kinda my fault, though,” Percy clarifies, before Piper finds 
another bone to pick with Aphrodite on his behalf. “I asked for a date and 
she kept sending me girls that I wasn’t interested in. Then she just, uh, 
pressured Apollo into talking to me, I think, and I asked him to... do it.” 


“Oh,” Piper’s anger fades, and her mouth drops a little open. “Oh, no, she 
Saw you’re compatible. She saw the connection that could be between the 
two of you.” 


“That... doesn’t sound good.” 


“Well, if mom is being nice about this, it probably means that she... 
actually believes in you. She feels that you two should be together, in 
whatever way it happens and whatever shape it takes,” Piper pauses, 
noticing the rising panic on his face. “But she can be wrong! She was 
wrong about me and Jason, in a way. She misinterpreted things. Maybe 
she’s doing that again.” 


Percy swallows. “You don’t sound like you believe that.” 


“You like him,” Piper says, sounding defeated about it. Her hand squeezes 
his shoulder. “You know you do. I could be wrong, too, Percy, maybe 
you’re just overwhelmed because Apollo’s admittedly attractive, and fun, 
and you two get along great. This could just be the start of a beautiful 
friendship.” 


Percy thinks of the two of them, together in the dark. The heat on his cheeks 
and the way being held like that by him felt right. How it, impossibly, made 
sense. Then there's the kiss he planted on Apollo, and the way his breath 
caught in that McDonald's, when he felt heartache dripping from Apollo's 
tongue like never before. 


He thinks of that touch on his wrist, the lack of judgement at the hint of 
what ugliness, old and new, he tries to hide. There was something there that 
he liked, and it wasn't just Apollo's turtleneck, or his kindness. Something 
he can't put a name to, but he might be able to point to it— press his finger 
right beside where Apollo's overwhelming humanity is located. But even 
that isn't completely right; he'd probably have to put his hand through that 
heart to find whatever it is. 


It's bad. 


“No,” Percy mumbles, feeling his heart drop to his stomach. Looking at the 
situation like this, from afar, Percy can tell that following Piper's line of 
belief will not do him any favors. “No, Piper— I appreciate that but I... I 
like him. I doubt he feels the same way, and maybe I’ll get over it, but 
there’s no use denying it.” 


“Percy...” Piper starts, pauses to take a deep breath that she lets out in a 
sigh. “You know, it sounds bad at first—” 


“Tt’s very bad.” Percy feels like he's choking on it already. "It's very, very 
bad." 


“—but Apollo is... responsible, now. He won’t want to hurt you, Percy. 
Annabeth had a talk with him because she could tell that you were serious. 
And he said..." Another pause, hesitation in the way her mouth curls before 
she continues speaking. “I think he cares about you, Percy. A lot. If he 
doesn’t feel the same, I think he’ll tell you, and if he does, I think he’ll 
make sure that... well, that you make the first move.” 


Percy snorts. “Why? I... I have no idea how to do that.” 


“Well, we both know how gods are with their lovers,” Piper laughs, but it’s 
dry. There’s a shadow of years-long resentment in her eyes, but it passes 
quickly. It reminds Percy of how he felt about Poseidon, back when he 
didn't know him yet. But his mom can see through the Mist, and Piper’s 
father will never be able to handle their world. “Apollo’s different, though, I 
think. He made promises to me, to Jason, to Meg. And he’s kept them, so 
far. I think he’d let you decide if, well...” 


Percy looks down at his feet. “If I want to risk getting my heart broken once 
he gets bored of me.” 


Piper makes a sound, somewhere between upset and contrarian. “I don’t 
think he has that kind of cruelty in him anymore. Or at least I hope so. If he 
left you, I doubt it would be because of boredom. You’re just about the 
coolest person I know.” 


“That’s bullshit,” Percy laughs. “You do know Frank and Hazel, right?” 


“You know what I mean,” Piper rolls her eyes, shaking her head. “If I think 
there’s someone capable of stealing a god’s heart, Percy, of marking it for 
the history books instead of just leaving behind another abandoned demigod 
baby... that’s you. I think it’s harder to steal your heart, actually.” 


“Piper,” Percy chokes on the words, for a second. He thinks them over in 
his head, trying to figure out what to say to that, but everything comes up 
short, under the quiet reassurance of her gaze. In the end, he keeps it 
simple. “Just... thank you. I’m sorry I lied.” 


“Tt’s fine. You... you’ve been going through a lot.” A smile, soft and 
worried. “Percy, not to over-extend my advice, but if it makes you happy, 
even if only for a minute...” 


She doesn’t finish her sentence, but Percy understands what she means. “T’ Il 
think about it.” 


“Great,” Piper nods, and the joy returns to her expression, making his chest 
feel lighter. He’s thankful for her efforts, and the tactful way she’s treating 
this. They stand up, then, and Piper reaches over to his hair, straightens a 
golden laurel leaf. “There, at least I did help with your outfit, after all.” 


Percy smiles, sheepish. “You look amazing.” 


The laugh Piper barks out feels like any lingering tension in the air 
evaporates. “Don’t even try it, Jackson. Come on, Annabeth is waiting for 
us.” 


Perhaps for the first time since he decided to stay in New Rome, Percy is 
actually looking forward to Saturnalia. 
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Apollo's never dreaded Saturnalia this much before. Olympus is packed 
with gods, and nymphs, and godlings, and other miscellaneous immortals — 
interested exes, even — that he's been trying to avoid for the last four years. 
There isn't enough nectar at this party to get him through, and Venus wants 
to speak to him so badly that Apollo thinks she might trip over her stola. He 
ignores her, though, focusing on the party and trying not to feel guilty the 
second he sets eyes on Neptune. 


Now, Percy Jackson is not Neptune's son, and the Apollo he is right now 
technically hasn't met Percy, but the lines between Greek and Roman have 
always been very blurry for him. He was way too popular when the Romans 
took over, and they seemed to have liked him a little too much, if the 
amount of statues of young men that have been inspired by his image are 
any indication. Not to mention the replicas of the Greek ones. 


As it stands, it pretty much means that everything is kind of the same to 
him. Some gods are more grumpy, others are more highly volatile, a few are 
nicer, and some are just plain angry. Neptune just so happens to fall into the 
last category — has been ever since the Romans declared war on him and 
threw spears at the ocean — which means Apollo's avoiding him like the 
plague, even if he shouldn't care about his Greek son as much as he usually 
would. 


He hides behind his sister, then, which doesn't work because he looks 
twenty-five, and she looks a generous thirteen-and-a-half. Dear himself, he 
will truly never live this down. 


"You know, brother, this is starting to become pathetic," she whispers, 
because Jupiter is busy pantomiming how he cut open Saturn's belly for, oh, 
the billionth time in the last half-century. Why is this an annual holiday? It 
just seems like a big ‘fuck you, dad' party. "The only one after you is Venus. 
Hiding is just making you suspicious, like the rumors aren't just that." 


"Ugh, I wish I was a plant. They don't have to deal with this, most of the 
time," Apollo whines under his breath, and Diana looks at him as if she's 
considering turning him into one. He hopes she doesn't choose hyacinths. 
"Diana, please, remind me, how many hours should I stay?" 


"Camp Jupiter's first-day celebration is well into the night, so I'd give you 
two more hours. But the Muses are making eyes at you," Diana scrunches 
up her nose. "I heard they've been feeling quite neglected by you. And the 
Graces? Non-stop whining, brother." 


"I don't want to have an orgy," Apollo sighs, ignoring Diana's eye-roll. He 
feels like he just spoke sacrilege against the nature of this particular holiday, 
but it's the truth. "Sister, I'm in peril. I'm in love—" 


"You're not in love, don't be dramatic," she nudges his side with her elbow, 
but she has her quiver and bow at hand, and her wary look is far too real. 
He could get seriously hurt if he doesn't watch it. "You're supposed to not 
be thinking about it because it's a bad idea. Don't start saying things about 
love." 


"I could be, give me a month," Apollo protests. "You know me, once I've 
felt things— 


"—you can't stop feeling them. But love—" 


"Is this about that Greek upstart you're fucking?" Mars chimes in as he 
walks by, stopping briefly and almost scaring Apollo out of his skin. He 
doesn't know what he's more disturbed by; the absolute drab color of his 
toga tonight, or the fact that he just referred to Percy Jackson as 'that Greek 
upstart he's fucking’. "I don't like him. I hope you turn him into a plant 
soon; there’s a bet going around—” 


Apollo glares. "I will beat your face in again. Also, no, it's not about him, 
and make sure you tell everyone you come across about that, you hear me 


W 


Alright, he lied a little. The switch to Roman does affect him: it makes him 
more likely to solve his problems through combat. It's that Roman 
discipline, and honor, and their quite puzzling love for battle and organized 
carnage; he gets sickly possessive over his domains, as well. When he 
switches back to Greek, the small differences give him a headache that he's 
positive very few gods still feel, after the reconciliation of the Greek and 
Roman demigods. His six months as a mortal did not help. 


Mars raises unimpressed eyebrows at him and points to Venus, who's 
standing back, watching like the little meddler she is. As he looks, she 
waves and winks at him. Ugh. "I don't care. She does. Good luck." 


Apollo almost misses Ares. Now, Ares, he can provoke into a fight. Mars? 
He'll wait until you throw the first punch, which never looks good when 
retelling the anecdote. 


He makes eye contact with Venus across the room, blanches at how she 
starts looking scaringly familiar, shivers when he sees Neptune approaching 
her, and then turns to Diana. Fuck this shit. 


"I'm leaving early," he declares, crossing his arms. Diana stares. "Tell 
Jupiter I'm gracing our worshippers with my presence and song and the 
Muses and the Graces that I, uh, got a stomach ache." 


Diana glares, and someone steps on one of Mercury's pranks in the 
background. Fireworks and someone who sounds very much like Minerva 
screaming provide a well-timed distraction. "Apollo, I'm do not approve of 
this—" 


"Bye! W 


He flashes out of Olympus and reappears at Camp Jupiter— just in time to 
see Percy Jackson and Piper McLean each down a shot at the same time. 


Piper chokes, but Percy barely blinks, refills his shot glass, and has another 
in under the space of three seconds. 


Dear Leto and Phoebe, Apollo might just be gone already. 


Reyna is usually right about a lot of things, but there’s a statement she made 
after Gaea's defeat that Percy’s come to realize is factual knowledge: 
Romans invented parties. 


Now, he’s not a big party bug. Parties, festivals, carnivals, they all make 
him claustrophobic and even a little violent, and there’s that whole dancing 
element that he hasn’t gotten better at since he was fourteen. But the rest of 
it? Percy, much like every traumatized, depressed demigod, is unlikely to 
turn down an alcoholic beverage if it will help him get through the night, 
despite his shaky history with it. He does his best to not depend on it; he has 
other unhealthy coping methods already. Namely, ignoring his issues. 


After the whole sacrifice ceremony is over and the banquet is finished — 
though it’s more like a buffet, considering the logistics necessary to feed 
that many people — nighttime starts falling, and the real appeal of a modern, 
proper Roman Saturnalia begins. 


Vendors have been set up overnight in the Fields of Mars with carnival 
games, both for children and adults. There’s a sign-up sheet going around 
for both fighting and singing tournaments that will happen during the week 
in the Colosseum, and actors making last-minute preparations for a few 
select small-scale plays. 


This isn’t his first Saturnalia; when he first moved, his parents came over 
with Estelle for the holidays, but it is his first time spending it... relatively 
alone, if friends don’t count, and his second overall. It had been a fun, 
child-friendly experience that first year, but things are different now. For 
starters, he doesn’t have a girlfriend, he’s head over heels for a god that 
would probably be delighted by the eardrum-wrecking sounds of demigods 
overacting on stage, and he has no excuse to stay away from alcohol. 


In hindsight, he probably shouldn’t have let Piper drag him into the adults- 
only area. Annabeth was perfectly happy trying to win romantic prizes for 
her at carnival games, and had shooed them away because their attempts to 
help her (distract her) were starting to make her aggressive. 


“One drink,” Piper says, and holds up a bottle, though Percy isn’t sure of 
what. In fact, he’s confident she charmspoke that vendor into selling her 
that, because the guy was just serving cocktails and shots. At least they 
have the same definition of one drink. “We’re going to drink away your... 
pining over the guy you’re not dating but that you want to date. That mess.” 


She hands him a shot glass — though it’s more like she pushes it insistely 
into his chest — and then finds them a table among the chaos, just far 
enough from an eating competition that Percy doesn’t get sick to his 
stomach. 


“T think the only cure for that is bleach,” Percy supplies, and Piper shakes 
her head at him, shooting him a look. “What? I meant bleaching my brain.” 


“Percy, dark humor is not the answer to everything. I would like it to be, but 
then my dad wouldn’t have let me stay here ‘till spring,” Piper blows a 
strand of her hair away from her face, serving up their shots. Percy grabs 
his without hesitation, and downs it before Piper can even think about 
suggesting a toast. She whistles. “You still drink those like water?” 


“Are you still asking that?” Percy challenges, and if Piper were wearing 
long sleeves, she’d probably be rolling them up, considering the look in her 
eyes. As it is, she turns her braid into a bun with a hair tie she produces 
from her wrist. It’s on from there. 


All around them the festival is loud, and the performance on stage has 
progressed from bad acting to actually respectable singers doing a number. 
It’s certainly better than anything that was ever done while he was in school 
and unlucky enough to witness, probably courtesy of more than a handful of 
Apollo’s children and legacies having actual talent for this stuff. 


And boy, thinking about Apollo’s children who are both younger and older 
than him feels weird, now that he has a better idea of what he’s feeling. It 


makes him almost choke on a shot as the thought flies by. This is just the 
first day of Saturnalia, not even the full extent of how hard the parties can 
go, and Percy’s already tired on everyone’s behalf. But there’s little in the 
world right now that could tear him away from this table. 


Here's the thing; Annabeth is a better extrovert than either of them are, 
when it comes down to it. For both Percy and Piper, sitting in a corner 
sharing a drink while Annabeth takes the carnival games by storm is just the 
default. They used to hang out like this before he and Annabeth broke up, 
even, and it's brought him closer to Piper than almost anything else. 


They get about three shots in each before Percy’s toga loses all integrity and 
starts spilling, dangerously brushing the floor, and Piper’s make-up is all 
over her hands because she keeps forgetting about it and rubbing her eyes 
after each shot as if she got brain freeze. It’s then that they start talking 
again. 


“You know, Percy, I thought getting together with Annabeth would be a bad 
idea,” Piper says, a frown on her lips. Percy hums to make it clear he’s 
listening. “Like, that whole... dating a friend’s ex, dating my best friend, 
long distance, I thought it wouldn’t work. But it did. ’m impressed with 
how well it’s going.” 


“Annabeth has a habit of making things work,” Percy sighs, rolls his eyes as 
Piper snorts. “She didn’t quite figure out how to fix me, though.” 


Piper kicks him under the table. “That’s because you aren’t broken, 
dumbass.” 


“But she told you about it,” Percy protests, bending down to rub his ankle, 
and it makes the thin strap of fabric of his toga over his shoulder slip off his 
arm. He ignores it, even if it means that only the tunic is protecting half of 
his upper body from the chilly weather. “She told you about down there. 
She was too scared of it to ever speak to me about it properly, and the way I 
couldn’t deal with it didn’t help either.” 


“This is not where I wanted this conversation to go, you know,” Piper leans 
on the table, and reaches over to straighten his laurels again, but they’re 


refusing to stay put. “Percy, none of us blame you for that. We blame... the 
gods, particularly that upstairs god for making things harder, the 
circumstances. What were you supposed to do? Nothing? You saved her. 
She saved you. Over and over. I haven’t thanked you nearly enough for it.” 


“T don’t need thanks.” 


“Not from us, no. The gods only ever thanked us by not getting us in 
trouble for six months, and even then... Jason,” Piper serves them another 
shot, and then slams the bottle back down on the table with too much force. 
She takes a deep breath. “Which brings me back to Apollo—” 


Percy groans. “Nope.” 


“Percy, he's the only one who cares at all, at least outside the bubble of his 
own kids. He cares enough to show up.” Piper pokes a finger into his chest. 
“Tt could be far worse. Certainly an appropriate acknowledgement of your 
heroism.” 


“He’s not my war prize,” Percy grumbles, and Piper bursts out laughing. 
Percy struggles to be mad about it. “Stop encouraging me.” 


“T’m just trying to get it through your thick, thick skull— happiness is hard 
to get, and often temporary,” the smile slips off Piper’s lips. There’s a flush 
high on her cheeks, from the drinking, but she looks as sober as Percy feels. 
“That’s what made me give in and ask Annabeth out. Demigods have short 
lives, on average, even in New Rome. The call to battle is always there, and 
we can never refuse. Any day could be our last, so we have to make the 
most of it before another prophecy or another god takes it all away again.” 


“T don’t want to feel this way,” Percy says, thinning his lips to avoid a pout, 
but it feels like a lie. He has to clarify. “At least, I mean— if Apollo weren’t 
a god, maybe...” 


“1’m not thrilled about it,” Piper sighs. “But, I don’t know... do you really 
want to waste those feelings?” 


The answer is no, of course. He very much shares Piper’s thinking; there’s 
no reason to hold back on happiness when he could very well be incinerated 
by a god tomorrow for one reason or another, or called to another prophecy, 
or anything, really. Percy’s no pushover, his mom raised him stronger and 
kinder than that, but he feels the call of the sea, sometimes. Always has. 
That feeling of not wanting to be restrained. Dating a god would feel too 
much like putting shackles on his fate, and yet at the same time... 


He’d like stability, or at least the illusion of it. He’s been a swirling natural 
disaster for too long, lacking a sense of direction. These past few weeks 
with Apollo as an unlikely companion have made him breathe easier than 
he has all year, opened his eyes wider, woken him up from slumber, 
changed his mind on the way he's been approaching his life. It’s like those 
people in movies that suddenly wake up one day, and decide to turn their 
life upside-down and get it back on track. He might actually take his advice 
on trying to see a professional seriously, even. 


“Could a god provide peace?” He asks, softly, and Piper stares at him, then 
looks out at the crowd around them. Teenagers trying to slip through the 
adult boundary line, children laughing and giggling in the distance, college 
students tripping over their own feet, already drunk. All of them, a product 
of divinity. “As in, the peace of not worrying about something for a little 
while? Of just... being?” 


She seems sad about her answer. “For a while, yes. I think so, if they decide 
to stick around for a bit. We both know it'll end. And they can... well, I 
guess not all they leave behind is bad. New Rome wouldn’t be here, or 
Camp Half-Blood. We’re more than just their irresponsibility, and more 
than our complexes about absent parents.” 


“Love is different than that, though,” Percy points out, though he wishes he 
didn’t have to. Piper’s smile is tight, but honest. 


“Tt doesn't always have to end horribly with gods, Percy. There are a lot of 
bad examples, but I’m pretty sure the opposite is also true. There’s your 
mom — she loves you to death, and she did good with you.” Percy feels that 
wave of fondness that hits him every time he remembers her dedication to 
him growing up, but there’s guilt with that, too. He doesn’t think that just 


because she had a... decent experience and a good turnout, she’d want him 
to follow her footsteps. “I know that you’re thinking she’s the exception, 
and, well, from what I know, she is. But love, even if brief, doesn't always 
have to be awful. It can be good. And I hate admitting it, but it could be 
good for... having a good time. Something good among the bad, to set you 
back on your feet.” 


Percy stares at Piper’s features, as beautiful as ever, and thinks about how 
love affairs with gods often seem to be life-changing, and how not everyone 
moves on. How it seems to ruin things. He thinks about resentment and 
unfairness, many names coming to mind, and old thoughts come spilling 
out of his mouth with it, even as he silently agrees with Piper. 


“Luke’s mom was happy with Hermes,” he says, and it surprises even him. 
Piper didn’t know Luke, and Percy can’t tell whether that’s a good or bad 
thing. Judging from her expression, she doesn’t know either. “She could’ve 
been the next Oracle of Delphi, but Hades had cursed the last holder to 
avenge Maria Di Angelo. It’s a string of... gods being happy with their 
lovers and something else getting in the way— or just getting too 
comfortable with dating a god, I guess. Neither of them deserved it, either 
way. The only mistake they made was trusting them with their safety. ” 


Piper looks at Percy with eyes that feel older than they should be. He’s seen 
that same look reflected in the mirror, but Piper does a better job at 
embracing that part of herself; she takes a deep breath, and her gaze looks 
focused. “I guess that’s the thing, Percy. When you’re with a god, it’s not 
just the two of you in that relationship. It’s... it’s you, and him, and 
whatever fate— whatever The Fates think is right. It’s just something 
everyone has to accept.” 


“So?” He asks, wishing he was more naive. It’d make this easier. “Where 
does that leave me?” 


“When have you ever let someone or something tell you what to do, if you 
don’t think it’s right?” Piper presses her lips together and shrugs, mustering 
up a smile. “From what I can tell, Percy, you’ve broken every rule and 
gotten away with it. Who’s to say you can’t break a few more, cheat fate a 
little? You already know what you’re getting into, and you don’t need 


protection from anything other than yourself. You don’t need me to tell you 
that.” 


Despite the part of him that’s still fighting it, he has to reconcile with the 
fact that Piper is right. There are so many things that should make him run 
away — Apollo likely isn’t monogamous, he’s immortal, he’s way out of 
his league, he’s so extroverted it should hurt him and he’ll be repeating 
history, in some ways — but he always seems to turn things around, 
surprising even himself. He does know what he’s getting into, he does know 
what he would like to... try. He knows it can’t possibly last, but in the end 
it’s what he wants, isn’t it? 


Would it really hurt, if he wanted to see where it goes? 


Percy doesn’t say anything as a definitive answer to Piper, but she can 
probably tell he’s made up his mind. They click their shot glasses together 
and have a last drink, then they agree to find Annabeth and try out a few 
games. He ends up roped into a basketball machine competition against a 
twelve-year-old that admittedly almost sweeps him out of the park, and then 
he watches in horror for twenty minutes how Piper manages to drag 
Annabeth into a contest organized by her Roman sisters through Venus; a 
lip-locking competition for couples. 


They win, of course, and he pretends the sheer happiness they radiate 
doesn’t make him pine rather sadly for the Golden Boy Scout upstairs, 
probably having his fill of the Olympian-party levels of Saturnalia. It 
compels him to drink irresponsibly, which he hates and wouldn’t 
recommend, even if he does have the resistance to down whole bottles on 
his own (a skill he discovered two summers ago when they visited Piper in 
Oklahoma. At least they didn’t get arrested). 


Cocktails keep appearing in his hand, and he doesn’t question it, but he 
might be willingly blacking out when he orders them (also a skill he learned 
in Oklahoma). By the time he starts feeling tipsy, he’s pretty sure it’s about 
two in the morning, since Annabeth’s studying hours eye-bags are starting 


to pop up. 


Frank is the one kind enough to realize how much alcohol he’s been having. 
He and Hazel have been going around, along with the centurions, to make 
sure Saturnalia rules are being followed, proving that legion work has no 
real end. It’s ideal that he happens to run into him, since he lost track of 
Piper and Annabeth while buying cotton candy, which he's apparently 
already eaten. Huh. 


“Percy, your toga is almost on the floor. You’re gonna catch a cold.” Frank 
has a hand on his shoulder, as if to stabilize him, but Percy feels perfectly 
fine on his feet. Alcohol doesn’t usually keep him tipsy for long, and he’s 
only gotten smashed once before (not in Oklahoma), but he understands 
Frank’s concern, because he doesn’t usually let himself go, since he 
instantly regrets it the second he’s left to have thoughts. 


“T think the cold will catch me, actually,” Percy snorts, and Frank stares at 
him like a disappointed mother. He clears his throat. “I’m sorry, that was a 
bad joke.” 


“No worries,” Frank smiles at him, and steers Percy away towards the food 
vendors to find them a table. The way he’s letting himself be guided, he 
thinks he must be much more drunk than he initially thought, but that’s an 
issue for future-him. “You should probably take the toga off—” 


Percy takes off the toga. Frank blinks, and, efficient, gentleman preator he 
is, takes off his cape and wraps it around Percy’s shoulders. Percy hums. “I 
forgot how cozy these were.” 


“Look, there’s Piper,” Frank points out, and walks them over to where 
Annabeth and Piper are apparently having a very late dinner. Or, early 
breakfast. Although the vodka bottle between them and the flush on 
Annabeth’s skin, as well as the way Piper’s cuddling her against her side, 
indicates a mini drinking party. “Guys, hey! You look pretty smashed, you 
should probably head home—” 


“Percy!” Piper calls out, her voice loud, but everyone around them is in 
similar states of sloshed, so they ignore her. She points to her bottle. “Can 
we finish this in ten minutes?” 


Percy stares. “Give me five.” 
“Guys—” 


Frank is ignored, but not before Percy plants a kiss on his nose and reminds 
him he loves him. After that, he gives up on protesting, and says something 
about finding Hazel, which means they probably only have three minutes 
before they’ re officially kicked out of the festival. 


Four shots, one grumpy Annabeth, and Hazel appearing to gather them up 
and toss them home later, Percy feels watched. He looks up just to lock eyes 
with Apollo. 


For a second, he thinks he's hallucinating, but then Piper follows his eyes 
and giggles into her hand, still catching her breath after choking on her last 
shot. He holds that look, then tries to get an idea of what Apollo's thinking 
just from his expression; his eyes are dark from this distance and focused 
only on him, his posture turning his whole body in his direction, staring like 
he's waiting for him to do something. 


Heartbeat racing, Percy does his best to maintain eye contact as he takes 
another shot. He notices Apollo swallowing and the butterflies in his chest 
threaten to escape through his mouth. That might just be the nausea, though. 


He focuses on Piper, but by the time they’re done with the bottle, Apollo 
has appeared next to him, sitting beside him with their arms pressed 
together, and he doesn’t acknowledge it until he’s being pulled up from his 
seat and dragged a small distance away, Hazel and Frank too distracted 
putting Piper and Annabeth together enough to escort them home. 


“Oh,” he goes. “Hi.” 


“Hi yourself,” Apollo chuckles, and Percy blinks at his face. He looks... 
older. Put together. But rougher around the edges, too. He didn't think he 
could get more attractive, but he's quickly being proven wrong. “I’ve been 
assigned your ticket home. Do you usually drink vodka like it’s water?” 


Percy glances down at Apollo’s toga and notices that he doesn’t seem to be 
wearing a tunic underneath. It stops him dead in his tracks. “I drink salt 
water to psyche people out.” 


“That’s not what I asked,” Apollo raises a eyebrow at him, and Percy is 
invaded by the need to trace the curve of it with his fingers, so he does; 
stepping closer, one of his hands tangles in Apollo’s toga, and the other 
reaches up to touch his eyebrow. “Uh, what—” 


Percy looks up at him, fingers tightening in the fabric of his toga, breathless 
as he stares at Apollo's beautiful features; the perfect jaw, the skin tanned 
gold, the perfect cupid's bow of his upper lip and the undeniable snare of his 
eyes, currently open wide and so very blue. 


"You're so pretty," Percy sighs, his hand now tracing Apollo's nose, then 
back up to his brow, mesmerized. Apollo makes a sound that he's not 
equipped to process, but he watches him with caution, the festival around 
them forgotten. "You're so very pretty." 


"You're not so bad yourself," Apollo smiles at him, and Percy's eyes fall to 
his lips. "The laurel suits you. You're very pretty too. Gorgeous, even." 


Percy disagrees, and he feels his tongue loosening, New York accent 
slipping back into his voice. "I look like a punk. Can’t even keep my 
fucking toga on." 


"I like punks. And, we all have bad toga days. That's a nice accent you've 
got there." Apollo chuckles, and then sputters when Percy starts leaning in, 
blinking fast. "Uh—" 


"Kiss me," Percy asks, stepping closer to him, pressing their fronts together. 
The heat emanating from Apollo's body is overwhelming yet comforting; 
Percy's always so cold, the rush of alcohol rarely ever does anything to heat 
up his skin. But Apollo does. "Please. Kiss me." 


"You're not sober," Apollo points out, and snatches Percy's wrist when he 
tries to tangle a hand in his hair. "Besides, I think the way you've been 
clinging to me is enough to pretend—" 


Percy grunts. "I'm not pretending. I want a kiss." 


Apollo seems to get even hotter to the touch, and Percy takes his 
momentary stunned pause to fully lean in and capture his mouth with his 
own. He has to get on his tiptoes to reach comfortably, Apollo's slightly 
older look challenging Percy's six-foot-two with at least a couple inches, 
and even such a shy, chaste touch of their lips has Percy's heart beating 
wildly, leaning in further before hands fall on his shoulders and gently push 
him away. 


Feeling dizzy, Percy licks his lips, leaning heavily against Apollo's chest to 
remain upwards. He looks into his eyes, finds them wide with disbelief. 
"See... that wasn't so hard." 


A sigh, so deep Apollo's chest rises and falls with it. "I'll walk you home. 
You're too smashed for this." 


The walk home is a blur, but he’s pretty sure that he clings to Apollo like a 
child, far more drunk than he thought he was. By the time they’re at his 
place, it’s already starting to morph into a headache, and he has to lean 
against his front door once it closes behind them, Apollo’s hand on his 
elbow keeping him upright. 


“Let’s go into the kitchen,” he says, voice low, and Percy braces himself for 
following him, only to find they’re already there. He blinks at Apollo, feels 
a lurch in his stomach, and almost throws up all over him. “Oh, shit, sorry, 
that happens sometimes when I flash mortals—” 


A hand presses over his forehead and suddenly both the nausea and the 
headache are gone. He straightens up on his own, fast, but it doesn’t make 
him dizzy, and his head is clear. 


“What...” He starts, and then Apollo stifles a laugh into a fake cough. Percy 
pushes at his chest. “Dude, you can cure hangovers?” 


“T can make the alcohol in your system vanish and alleviate your leftover 
symptoms,” Apollo smiles, and Percy sends him an unimpressed look. “I 
can be useful when I want to.” 


“Alright, this is...” Percy shakes his head, and then looks around his 
kitchen. He notices a cup in the sink and fills it with water, not bothering to 
rinse it off. Apollo notices that and makes a disapproving sound. “Fuck you. 
Did I just confess about my salt water drinking habits?” 


“Well, you’re technically a fish,’ Apollo points out, and Percy bites down a 
smile, pretending to be mad. “Your dad does the same thing.” 


“Of course he does,” Percy mumbles, because the weird in him certainly 
didn’t come from his mom. “I thought I wouldn’t see you all week.” 


“Well, I don’t know what perception of Saturnalia on Olympus demigods 
have, but it’s probably correct,” Apollo leans against his kitchen doorway, 
crossing his arms. “It is also terribly incorrect, because Jupiter dedicates the 
whole holiday to making it a big ‘screw you, daddy’ party.” 


Percy shivers. “The whole six days?” 


“With a break for the winter solstice,” Apollo winks, and Percy can’t even 
start to wrap his head around that, in the sense that he doesn’t know 
whether the gods just stop being Roman to be Greek during the solstice, or 
if they just split up their personalities. “And right after that, Christmas’ Eve 
starts, which is objectively hangover recovery day.” 


“Right,” Percy snorts, shaking his head, and has another cup of water 
because the lingering taste of alcohol is starting to make him want to vomit 
again. He tries not to drink a lot; he spent too much time around Smelly 
Gabe to ever truly like it the way normal people do. The only reason he 
does it at all is because drinking with people, with friends— it’s helped him 
not always associate it with that bastard. The smell is the worst part, by far. 
He enjoys cocktails because Gabe would never have a ‘girlie’ drink, and 
they rarely reek. “Can you brush my teeth with that god magic of yours?” 


“Only if you let me in your mouth,” Apollo says, and Percy almost chokes 
on his water. “Uh, I meant my finger—” 


“You did that on purpose,” Percy coughs out, but there’s a smile on his lips. 
He looks at Apollo, in his elaborate toga— deep purple with gold 


embroidery and shifting with images depicting his great deeds. A traeba, if 
he recalls. It’s beautiful, but the skin on display is far more enticing, 
muscles covered by gold-tanned skin. He's immediately distracted, and the 
words come out without thinking. “You look... wow, uh, great.” 


“Thank you,” Apollo tilts his head, looking at him with entirely too honest 
eyes, as if he’s genuinely touched by that weak compliment. Percy can't 
even begin to imagine how many times he's been told he looks great. He’s 
such an idiot, for fuck’s sake. “I’m sure you looked dashing.... Eight hours 
ago. Or longer. Though you're still very cute.” 


“What do I look like right now?” Percy demands, not sure how to feel about 
being called that. He settles on pretending that he isn’t blushing. 


“Like a punk.” Apollo shrugs, and Percy laughs, eyes falling to the floor 
because meeting Apollo’s gaze is too much right now. "So... the kiss? Not 
that I'm complaining, but that was a little, um... Well, a lot, actually." 


Percy freezes. Right, well. Might as well be honest. "I don't regret that one 
either." 


Apollo studies him with narrowed eyes, and then walks closer; steps 
towards him until Percy's heart starts racing and his grip on his glass 
tightens. He doesn't breach his personal space, but the way he looks him up 
and down is enough to make him feel hot again. Holy shit, how did he not 
realize how very non-straight he is before? Fuck. It doesn’t help that he 
hasn’t had a libido for over a year now, so this is... wow. There might be a 
resurgence. 


"I see," Apollo says, eyes narrowed with a guarded look, and then, very 
slowly, as if to keep Percy exactly as flushed as he wants him: "I don't 
regret it either." 


Staring at him, Percy thinks of Apollo's earnest offers of help, his 
thoughtful gestures, the delicate manner with which he approaches subjects 
that are deeply personal. He thinks about feeling warm again, feeling like 
he's woken up from a daze of unawareness— like the sun peeking from 
behind the clouds. He thinks of gentle blue eyes that are sometimes liquid 


gold, that understand him better than anyone else has in years, that don't 
expect anything from him and take what he gives in stride. 


Percy thinks about Apollo's human heart; so easily affected by things that 
other gods brush off like it's nothing. He thinks of the clench to his jaw, and 
the narrowing of his eyes, the intelligence he hides under dazzling grins and 
masterful singing. His sadness, as old as his arts. 


Lastly, he thinks of his arms around him in the dark, and that weak, shining 
smile, that makes him feel like he's actually seeing something rare and 


divine. 


“Apollo,” Percy swallows, and something inside him gives. "Kiss me.” 


12. Chapter 12 


Notes for the Chapter: 


alright the next chapter is the one with the explicit rating... but this one 
is pushing it. 


please enjoy! thank you for the support ¥ 


Apollo can’t decide if the situation’s gone downhill or uphill. It’s one thing 
to have a drunk, flustered Percy clinging to his toga and asking for a kiss. 
It’s an entirely different matter to have a sober Percy Jackson, golden 
laurels winking at him in his hair as if to mock his suffering, demanding 
one out of him. 


He cannot tell if his headache is because being away from Saturnalia and 
close to Percy is making him shift into his Greek aspect or not, but he does 
know that this is a situation that he’s not equipped to deal with at all. 
Especially after his siblings gave him perfectly good reasons to avoid this. 
The timing of it all is so perfect that he could only ever blame the Fates for 
this; Aphrodite and Venus don’t have this much foresight, that’s very much 
his thing, and he doesn’t smell any love magic in the air. 


This is genuine, and the first time Percy has seriously addressed his— 
admittedly obvious, but Apollo wouldn’t dare to brag, not even to Percy’s 
fan club—attraction to him. And it’s terrifying. 


It doesn’t help that Percy’s staring at him with the defiance he shows when 
a god is trying to teach him a lesson, as if Apollo is the one that demanded a 
kiss. It sends him back to the look they shared as Percy downed that shot; 
the slight hesitation in the way he brought the shot glass up to his lips as he 
made eye contact, that spark of electricity in the air, the hazy, alcohol fueled 
heat of Percy’s gaze. 


It would be hard to argue after recalling that display and looking at his 
stance now, at the way he keeps eye contact, that this isn’t the invitation his 
words imply. But they both have one very important thing in common, 
Apollo thinks, and that’s being observant. Mortals say the devil’s in the 
details and he’s always considered it an over-exaggeration, even offensive; 
details are what makes art beautiful, and humans are just another form of art 
in the end. The kind of masterpiece that looks simple at first glance but 
hides a heart-wrenching story behind it. There's nothing other than divine 
about it. 


For instance, Percy’s details tell quite the tale in this moment. It’s evident in 
the line of his shoulders, tense with his back straight. It’s obvious in the 
slight narrowing of his eyes, the longer Apollo stands in silence. In the way 
he’s clenching his fists, knuckles pale, glass of water forgotten on the 
counter. It all screams of his fear. Percy’s as terrified of his request as 
Apollo is; he seems more scared of this than he’s ever been of a monster, at 
least from what Apollo’s witnessed himself. 


“Listen, I know I come on strong with the flirting, but...” Apollo starts, but 
he feels unsure of where he’s going with this. Percy gives away his 
apprehension with the way he swallows once more, bites his lip. Apollo 
fails at not looking at it. “Percy, you surely don’t mean that.” 


Percy’s eyes shift to look behind Apollo, an attempt to gather his nerve, no 
doubt. A muscle in his jaw jumps with how hard he grinds his teeth. “Were 
you leading me on, then? Saying you don’t regret it either? And even before 
that, the way you’ve looked at me...” 


“]I—” Apollo bites his own tongue, because the lies he should spew, the 
words he needs to say to avoid this situation, burn hotter than he thought 
they would. Percy meets his eyes again, then, as if he can tell what’s going 
on in his head, and it makes him realize that he can’t lie to him; that even if 
he managed to, it wouldn’t be convincing. It’d be like lying to himself, and 
he’s done enough of that throughout his immortal existence. “No. No, to be 
honest, I seem to be unable to not play with fire as a means to cope. I just— 
wanting something doesn’t mean you’re able to or that you even should get 
it, Percy. I didn't expect you to... I didn't expect this.” 


Lips tightening into a line, Percy lowers his eyes to Apollo’s lips, his toga, 
unabashedly stares until the sight seems to be too much for him and his iron 
stance breaks. He crosses his arms, closes his eyes very briefly before 
looking at Apollo through his eyelashes, his expression breaking out into 
something vulnerable and painfully insecure. It’s like a full-on attack on his 
self-control. 


“Do you think I don’t know that me, wanting you, shouldn’t be a thing?” He 
asks, and it sounds like he’s accusing himself of a crime. It should insult 
him, perhaps, but it’s the cruel reality of it, so instead Apollo feels himself 
sinking deeper, looking at the ocean of his eyes. “Do you think I’m not 
aware of how—how bad this is, how ridiculous? How stupid of me, how 
dangerous?” 


Percy’s voice breaks on the last word, and Apollo’s reaching out before he 
thinks to offer comfort, their already existent closeness growing as he holds 
Percy’s chin in one hand, cups his cheek with the other. They share a look, 
for a few seconds, too charged, too honest. It’s not nearly enough, and they 
both know it, the air between them heavy with many unspoken thoughts. 
Apollo tries to keep his head on straight, but gods, he wants. He wants to 
open his heart like he hasn’t in centuries, millennia even. He wants to feel 
that kind of love again, in time, and Percy would make it so, so easy. 


“You’re not the stupid one,” Apollo murmurs, sighing, and Percy’s skin 
breaks out in goosebumps, jaw clenching again. Another bad habit, so 
Apollo digs his thumb into the side of his jaw, rubs in circles until Percy 
gets a clue and forces himself to relax. Apollo doesn’t miss the way his 
breath catches, eyes widening slightly. “Gods, curse me, I’m the one who 
was a fool to think I could resist any of your charms, and now we've ended 
up here.” 


The math should be simple: Apollo wants Percy Jackson, but he’s been off- 
limits from the moment he sent Medusa’s head directly to Olympus. 
Perhaps even before that, since Poseidon’s always been territorial regarding 
his kin. This results in hopeless pining, for who knows how long, because 
he wouldn’t dare touch him for both their sakes. Apollo would eventually 
move on, if he let it be. If he were strong enough to make the wise choice, 
the one Hermes and Artemis already laid out for him. 


Yet his sibling’s judgment didn’t account for one thing; Percy Jackson can’t 
be explained by any law, calculation, or prediction based on common sense 
or logic. Much less so on past experience. He’s a force of nature. He 
literally wields Riptide. He’s more dangerous than pretty much any other 
sea creature Apollo’s ever met, in his book, with the way he can get under 
your skin and dig his heels in. 


It is only to be expected that Percy takes his thinly veiled admissions, so 
typical of divine rhetoric, of Olympus, of the god he is, as a challenge. He’s 
made a choice, and Apollo has little to no say in it. 


“What holds you back?” Percy demands, and Apollo’s seen that look 
before, in different eyes. It’s the same expression Poseidon gets before a 
tsunami brews and hits lands, and he had never appreciated it like he does 
now. It’s breathtaking. “What keeps you from taking what you want?” 


Apollo stares, raising his eyebrows, and allows his hands to fall from 
Percy’s person. “Percy, you know just as well as I do that it’s not that 
simple. If all I wanted was just a quick romp under the sheet, it’d be easier. 
But even that would get your father angry. The last thing you need in your 
life is dealing with— with gods. With me. It’s not what you’re owed. You 
deserve—” 


“I deserve to have a choice,” Percy snaps, standing taller. He doesn’t even 
raise his voice, but the warning to think about what he says is there, 
regardless. Apollo can do little more than gape, attracted to that fierceness 
like a moth to flame; he can’t help but think about what it’d feel like to have 
that under his hands, see what Percy turns into when his attitude is met with 
action. “I thought gods liked to take advantage of unassuming mortals.” 


“Excuse me? Apollo splutters, incredulous, and all Percy does is raise his 
eyebrows in challenge. “Percy, I refuse to take advantage of you, I would 
never—” 


“But maybe that’s what I want,” Percy rushes the words out, before he loses 
some of his bravado, posture shifting and giving away his nerves. But he 
still gets his words out. “Maybe I just want... this. Even if it isn't viable, if 


it's crazy, if it’s wrong. And if you won’t act because you’re thinking too 
much of whatever everyone else's' opinion is going to be—” 


“That is not fair—” Apollo tries to point out, because what scares him the 
most is ruining it, ruining him, but there's no stopping Percy. 


“—_then it’s on me to make sure we...” Percy trails off, his cheeks darken. 
“That we have something good between us, if only for a little while. 
Something to... ground us.” 


Like ice melting, Apollo feels his resolve crumble. It’s a simple enough 
offer, one step beyond their easy friendship. It’s the companionship they 
both seek out so badly, and that Apollo is destined to always lose, either to 
time or tragedy. Before Lester, he was used to it. He shrugged at the idea 
that every mortal he ever cherishes, no matter how lightly or deeply, would 
eventually die. Now, he has to relearn how to move on, if he wants to 
maintain his sanity. He’d have to accept that Percy will never be his to lose, 
that he’ll always belong to fate, the same way that he will have to watch 
Meg grow old without him. The same way he could not heal Hyacinthus, or 
turn Daphne back. It has to be what it has to be, and he has to be alright 
with that. 


This isn’t just about him, though. Percy? He’s twenty-one. He’s only ever 
been in one relationship, he has no experience with men. He hasn’t reached 
middle-age yet, but he’s lived enough for three people, in Apollo’s mind, 
and it’s ridiculous that he doesn’t get a direct path to the Isles of the Blest. It 
automatically gives him the right to make the choice to seek him out, 
regardless of whether it’s good or bad. Regardless of whether Apollo thinks 
Percy could do better than him or not. 


The common, simple desire of wanting someone is the least he’s owed, but 
beyond that, Apollo seems to be what Percy wants right now, and that 
should challenge Olympus’ understanding of Perseus Jackson. But he 
understands it. Apollo would be a fool, to look at Percy and pretend he isn’t 
craving it, too. That the desire he feels to touch isn’t mutual, that the 
thumping in his veins isn’t there as well. Apollo noticed Percy’s 
reciprocation before today; he just ignored it to protect himself. They’re 
both hopeless, downright incredible fools. Unbelievable idiots. 


They both bleed their hearts out, never doing something halfway, and he’s 
never hated Aphrodite as much as he has right now, for telling him this 
before he understood what it meant. Fucking compatibility demon. 


“You’re proving me weak,” Apollo shakes his head, and Percy lets out a 
sharp, humorless laugh, brief but stinging all the same, because Apollo 
knows he’s thinking the same about himself, and the last word he’d use to 
describe Percy is weak. It makes him want to make sure he never makes a 
sound like that again. “I told myself I’d only take what was given to me, in 
regards to you. In fact, I convinced myself of it two days ago, give or take a 
few hours.” 


Percy’s eyes flash to his own, though not with victory at how Apollo’s 
giving in. Rather, he seems to be just as accepting of the weight of this 
moment. “Take it, then.” 


Despite his heart feeling heavier than it has since the night of Jason Grace’s 
death, the vision of Piper’s tears never leaving him, a thrill runs down his 
spine. The tension between them keeps rising with each passing second. 
“You mentioned you wanted this. What is that?” 


“T don’t want us to change,” Percy starts, voice softening. His mood has 
changed quite fluidly over the duration of what Apollo can only call their 
negotiation, and it almost pains him how evident it is that the sea really 
does run in his blood. Poseidon might not ever forgive him for this. “I don’t 
want us to stay the same, either. You... you’re great. You’re amazing. I like 
your company, and I’ve never— I’ve never wanted to be close like this to 
someone before. Not this badly.” 


Percy seems to be avoiding labeling this, which is just fine with Apollo, 
because he doesn’t think he could stand that pressure right now. If it’s what 
he wants, he’s not going to ask for more. Percy’s already more than 
someone like him deserves. “Same here, if that makes you feel better.” 


“Gods, it does,” Percy sighs, running a hand through his hair, looking at 
Apollo with wide eyes. “I only realized I liked you today.” 


“Oh.” 


“And I was going to think about it more, but, Apollo, I... I’m tired,” Percy 
reaches out, taking one of his hands in his own. Apollo squeezes it in 
comfort, feeling the way Percy’s lightly shivering just from the contact. 
“T’m tired of making up excuses for not liking you when I simply want you, 
and I don’t see why we should care about anything other than you want me, 
too.” 


“When you put it like that, we don’t sound quite so helpless,” Apollo 
chuckles, and unable to resist, leans into Percy’s space, forces him to look 
up at him to maintain eye contact. Percy drops his hand, and tangles both in 
his toga again, clinging like a lifeline. Noses almost brushing, Apollo 
speaks so close to his lips that he knows Percy can feel the ghost of his 
breath, crowding him against the counter. “What is it that you want from 
me, right now, then? Just say the word.” 


Percy shivers once more against him as Apollo wraps his hands around his 
waist, bringing him in, and it hits him that this — not Python, not his father, 
not fading, not death — will be his ruin. It was long overdue. 


“Gods, please, fuck me,” Percy begs, and the sheer, raw honesty of it is 
almost enough to make him dizzy, to make him lose it because fuck, does he 
want that. The vision of Percy on his back, looking up at him, legs around 
him— he barely registers Percy continuing to speak. “Whatever you want, 
Apollo, just take it—” 


Kissing him is surprisingly easy. So much so, that Apollo doesn’t even 
think about bracing himself in preparation to protect this, this boy, this man. 
He forgets all about himself. He forgets about the pain and the grief and the 
way that this is going to be as delicate as glass he might accidentally drop. 


He forgets he’s a god, one destined to a lonely eternity, and he couldn’t be 
happier about it. 


Apollo kisses him like it's their last. Pressing Percy back against his kitchen 
counter until it digs into his tailbone, hands around his waist like a vice, it is 
dramatically different from every single kiss they've shared until now. It 
shortens his breath and makes him feel like he's never even been kissed 


properly before, because keeping up proves to be difficult up until Apollo's 
tongue brushes teasingly over his lips and he pulls back, returning air to his 
lungs. 


He’s almost instantly burning up. Lips slide over his neck, unbearably hot, 
tracing a path to his collarbone where teeth sink into his skin, breaking a 
half-moan out of his mouth. He’s starting to sweat like its summer and he’s 
been outside all day without water or shadow. The hands on his waist 
shifting to grope at his thighs, where his tunic has ridden up slightly. It’s 
overwhelming, makes him a little delirious, but not enough to keep him 
from unclenching his hands from Apollo’s toga just long enough to push 
him away, making him raise his head from his neck to meet his eyes. 


He looks like he already knows what he’s going to say, his eyes teasing and 
bright. Percy doesn’t let that stop him, even with his chest heaving, tracing 
Apollo’s lips with his fingers, a greedy feeling boiling inside him. “Are you 
trying to burn me alive?” 


Apollo chuckles and turns his head to bite at the skin of his fingers, tongue 
brushing over their pads, leaving Percy’s throat dry. 


“T thought you’d appreciate the heat,” he says, but seems more focused on 
getting his hands under his ridden-up tunic, fingertips slipping under the 
fabric, even playfully pulling at the edge of his boxers when he finds it at 
the same level as the tunic itself. Percy almost chokes. “You're always 
shivering when I touch you.” 


Percy decides not to mention how he shivers out of anticipation; out of the 
feeling of wanting to keep those hands on him. He hasn't forgotten Apollo's 
hand around his wrist, his arm around his waist as they slept together, 
around his shoulder — anywhere, it made him hyper-aware of himself. But 
he can't voice any of this, so he chooses to press his lips against Apollo’s 
instead. He reciprocates without missing a beat, biting his bottom lip and 
sucking it into his mouth in a way that makes him dizzy. 


Despite this, Percy has a sneaking suspicion that Apollo thinks he’s awful at 
kissing and is being polite enough not to say anything, because he keeps 
readjusting Percy’s chin with his hand every time he goes in for a kiss after 


a break for air and making him tilt his head up. He’ll admit he’s not used to 
kissing someone taller than him and he’s tenser than a wooden board from 
anticipation, sue him, but it makes him more nervous about his future 
performance—makes him worry he won’t be able to keep up and it’ll be 
awful and Apollo will somehow spread the rumor around Olympus that 
Percy Jackson sucks at sex. 


Really not what he should be thinking of when Apollo’s hands are finding 
their way to his ass under his tunic, pressing insistently against his skin like 
he can't get enough of it and earning a whine from his throat, but his brain is 
halfway between incredibly active and muddy because of the hour, and now 
he’s sporting a chub; the is ADHD not helping either. 


Apollo notices, mumbling against the corner of his mouth. “You need to 
relax and stop thinking. Focus on me.” 


Percy swallows, foregoing an answer, and allows Apollo to take off his 
tunic and Frank's cape, the way he's grabbing at the edge of the fabric quite 
obviously silent askance, leaving him only in his underwear. Goosebumps 
rise on his skin in the cool air of the room, contrasting with Apollo’s hot 
touches; he watches him look him over with an appreciative eye, like he’s 
inspecting a piece of artwork he’s wanted to get his hands on for ages, and 
Percy does his best to not squirm as his fingers trace his hips and his 
stomach, brushing over scars and pressing into stray moles and freckles. 


He wraps his arms around Apollo’s shoulders and pulls him in, hoping to 
distract himself with more kisses so he can stop being so keyed up, and for 
a moment it works. 


Percy's breath catches; he makes an embarrassing sound when Apollo 
suddenly grabs him from under his thighs and hoists him up on his counter, 
making him spread his legs. He gasps as he makes himself at home between 
them, bodies pressed so closely together that he feels more of Apollo than 
ever before, but it's so different from what he's used to that it reminds him 
of his nerves. He feels awkwardly turned on, not knowing what to do with 
his own hands, hesitating to even tangle his hands in Apollo’s hair and 
squirming as a result, breathless, flushed, frustrated, and horny. 


It makes him a little angry, if he’s being honest, because this is what he 
wants: Apollo's hands on him, greedy, the heat of their bodies pressed 
together, being so utterly captivated that he's barely able to think. But his 
inexperience with men is catching up with him, and his behavior — eagerly 
spreading his legs, holding on for dear life, letting Apollo map him out and 
pull him apart — goes against how he’s used to acting during sex, because 
Annabeth never wanted his submission, and he worries that his current 
performance is unappealing. 


So, Percy gathers all his courage and drops his hand to the front of Apollo's 
tunic, right over his crotch, his face heating instantly at the shape he presses 
against. He freezes when Apollo makes a sound somewhere between 
surprise and approval, and wants the earth to swallow him whole (not 
literally, he’s been there, done that) as his helplessness catches up to him. 


“Right,” Apollo says, his voice low, blinking as if snapping out of a daze 
when Percy remains unmoving. “You’ve never...” 


Percy wants to scream into the void, but instead snaps out a response, a 
spike of fear making him defensive. “It doesn’t matter. Ill get over it, just 
— not sure how to reciprocate like this.” 


Apollo untangles himself from his body faster than Percy thought he could, 
considering how his legs had wrapped themselves around his waist, and 
appraises him with a raised eyebrow and a look that says ‘whatever are you 
talking about?’. If possible, it makes him feel even more awkward. It 
occurs to him that Apollo already thought he was reciprocating, going off 
the way Percy let his body do the work for him, that he liked it and his heart 


sinks. He’s already fucked it up. 


“T don’t think you’re in the right state of mind for this,” Apollo starts, very 
slowly, talking not as if he thinks Percy is stupid, like teachers used to when 
he was a kid, but like he’s trying to keep him from being offended. It 
doesn’t quite work, as a frown carves itself into his features. “Don’t get me 
wrong, I can tell you’re into this, but you seem to be working yourself up 
instead of enjoying yourself.” 


He has a point, but Percy isn’t about to admit that. “I can get over it, I’m 
just not used to, uh. This.” 


Apollo looks like he wants to ask if he means sex with a man or sex in 
general, and Percy doesn’t know which would be a worse answer, because 
he has a feeling it’s both. It’s not like he’s ever felt such strong desire in his 
life, even when his relationship with Annabeth was at its peak. It wasn’t 
really that physical for them. He's craving, in ways he's never done so 
before, and he doesn't know what to do about that. Other than stare at the 
source of his problems. 


He can feel how tense he is in his shoulders, and despite how desperately he 
wants to get off — wants Apollo’s weight holding him down and his eyes 
devouring him like he's caught him doing before — getting there is proving 
to be a different story. He’s tired, can already feel that he’ll have a migraine 
in a couple hours, probably a nightmare when he gets to bed... but he 
doesn’t want Apollo to leave. 


“Hey,” Apollo calls, and Percy looks up from where his eyes had fallen to 
stare at his chin. Meeting kind eyes, a soft smile warms him up all over 
again. Gods, where was this sex-drive when he wakes up with inconvenient 
boners? “I have an idea.” 


Percy clenches his fists, leaning heavily against the counter, kicking his feet 
in the air. He’ll take anything to salvage the night. “Yeah?” 


Apollo leads him into his bedroom and pushes him onto the bed. He stares 
at Percy, taking him in from head to toe in only his underwear — which, 
thinking on it, he’s wearing boxers with little cartoon fish on it, so he hopes 
that doesn’t ruin the image — and hums like he’s very pleased about the 
sight, running his hands over Percy’s thighs, making him bite his lips. 


“Gorgeous,” he mumbles, kneeling over him on the bed, and Percy goes red 
in record time, his heartbeat quickening. Apollo doesn’t take his hands off 
where they are; rather, he lowers them to the back of Percy’s thighs and 
spreads them again, settling himself between them like he belongs there, 
making Percy tangle his hands into the sheets. 


He can barely breathe, and words escape his mouth that go a lot like: “Oh, 
wow, hot.” 


With a chuckle, Apollo leans down, kisses him, and says exactly what 
Percy doesn’t want to hear. “Now, sleep.” 


“Huh?” Percy grunts out, too distracted by how hot Apollo is again. How 
nice it is to have his weight over him, like a god-shaped blanket. The words 
process, and his dick protests. “What? But—” 


“You’re tired,” Apollo shrugs, and lets go of his legs in order to brush a 
hand through Percy’s hair, getting it out of his eyes. It’s getting a little long. 
“Tt’s four in the morning. Your brain is locking you out of your body, and 
I’d rather you’d be completely lucid when I take you apart.” 


Percy’s mouth falls open at the casualness of his statement, heat rushing 
through his veins. His voice comes out shaky. “Saying things like that isn’t 
going to help me sleep.” 


Apollo grins, something twinkling in his gaze, and he leans in to kiss him 
again, and again, several more times. Never-ending kisses that are chaste 
and warm, distracting enough to make his limbs start relaxing. He feels 
something funny, behind his eyes, and then that feeling of a coming 
migraine fades, just for his exhaustion to sink in until he can barely kiss 
back, one of his hands still tangled in the sheets, the other in Apollo’s hair. 


“T’ll be here,” he hears, and Percy can only nod, shiver, and promptly pass 
out, his head hitting the pillow and his body completely relaxing. 


In the end, he has no nightmares. 


13. Chapter 13 
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To say Apollo’s panicking would be an understatement. As Percy falls 
asleep beneath him his body demands his attention again, reminding him 
exactly how much he wants to introduce Percy to the wonders of being 
fucked until he can’t think, speak or walk. He could leave the bed, but 
Percy’s peaceful expression is too beautiful for him to look away from. And 
despite their heavy make-out session Apollo can tell that Percy was not 
lying when he said he runs cold, because his skin has been breaking out in 
goosebumps since he’s stripped down to his skivvies. 


This is not how he saw the first night of Saturnalia ending, but he’s not 
going to protest it. Instead, Apollo shifts so that he’s on his side and he can 
get a better look at the hurricane in his arms; at the beauty of the line of 
Percy’s naked shoulders, the SPQR tattoo, the moles and freckles on his 
skin—he’s sun-kissed from what he can assume is swimming practice, 
obviously; the thought amuses him—and the scars littered over his skin, 
permanent reminders of the hero he is. 


Apollo used to gaze at his lovers much like this, in his very early days, 
when he was still what could be considered a young god. When he still 
hadn’t learned from the ones before him that mortals were just there to look 
pretty, worship the gods, and provide entertainment for the nights. 


Hyacinthus might have been the last he ever looked at this closely, 
committing features to memory. He had been beautiful and sweet, smart and 
quick to laughter, had gazed upon Apollo with affection he hadn’t seen 
before, at least not directed at him. Such devotion, born from love and not 
from awe at the wonders of immortal life, has never been easy to obtain. 
Commodus never looked at him like that, and neither did Admetus. For that 
matter, neither did Daphne or Cyrene. Neither did most. 


Apollo can tell he’s getting ahead of himself; there’s no writing on the wall 
saying that Percy will let him taste a love like that again, even for the god of 
prophecy, but he can tell that he would give it to Percy if he so desired it. 
Artemis is a warning voice in the back of his mind, telling him to protect 
himself, to regard this as a fling. Hermes echoes her. 


He cannot, and it’s too easy to imagine Aphrodite laughing at him. He’s 
always wondered if she and Eros enjoyed rolling dice with the Fates for his 
love life the way they seem to, trying to one-up each other on who can 
come up with a worse ending. It makes him concerned for Percy’s future, to 
say the least. 


But it’s too late. He can’t deny him now that he’s gotten a taste. Percy has 
him wrapped around his little finger now; he’ll give him whatever he wants 
if it means another minute with him. 


Curiously enough, Apollo caught the scent of the ocean from his skin, the 
sharpness of the beach's wind, and he was reminded of the summer before 
the Titan War. How angry Zeus had been at Percy for supposedly helping to 
wake Typhon before he was due, as if the Three Fates were really just a trio 
of old ladies that really liked yarn. As if he wasn’t right there to tell him 
that was how prophecies worked, setting the stage for the conditions that 
need to be met. It reminds him that he isn’t holding just any old, tired 
demigod. 


Too aware, Apollo traces Percy’s skin, letting it sink in, how much power 
brews under his skin. Too much for a demigod some gods would say, but 
they often ignore Poseidon’s habit of fathering questionable beings into 
existence. Now, the most questionable thing Percy’s done is giving Apollo 
the time of the day, in his opinion, but the point still stands. 


Percy mumbles something in his sleep and unconsciously pulls him closer, 
back on top of him. He can’t resist kissing his forehead as he goes willingly, 
feeling how Percy’s body is still riled up slightly from how his crotch ends 
up pressing against his stomach, and that derails him again— his mind 
provides him with phantasms of the kind of sounds he could pull from 
Percy, of making those restless eyes of his, aggressive and challenging and 
brilliant, roll back up from pleasure. 


But he wraps a mental leash around that line of thinking, remembering 
Percy’s badly-concealed panic at his own daring gesture of touching him. 
He has to be the responsible one here, because he cares about Percy and he 
cares about him having a good time, and a good first experience with men. 
A part of him feels smug; he’s the first that gets to show Percy how this 
works, the one that will help him figure out what he likes, and he’s willing 
to put aside his preferences if that’s what it takes to make it unforgettable. If 
he’s not his last, then he’ Il at least make sure that nothing compares. 


Curse Aphrodite from figuring out they were sexually compatible, too, if 
this goes as amazingly as he thinks it will. Ugh. 


Percy groans softly as Apollo briefly gets off him in search of pajamas, 
thinking that it might be good to get some layers back up between them. 
Opening his closet displays an amount of plaid and flannel that makes him 
wonder how no one, even Percy himself, questioned him about his apparent 
heterosexuality before, but alas, that train has already left the station. 
Apollo is pretty sure that in modern times, willingly getting a guy’s tongue 
down your throat counts as gay, by most people’s standards. 


The shirt he finds is too tight on his shoulders, and while he could 
materialize clothes for himself... he doesn’t feel like it, and he won’t 
examine why. It is a shame to get rid of his toga, letting it fall to the floor, 
and he doesn’t bother to put on underwear underneath the pants he borrows. 


A noise coming from the living room demands his attention, but the 
presence that comes with it registers fast enough that he doesn't feel it as a 
threat. Though, maybe he should, considering the last few hours. 


Diana must still be at Saturnalia, since it's Artemis that looks up at him 
from the couch when he steps out of the room. He's not surprised to see her 
here, since she must have been worried he'd do something dumb. Which he 
did. Though, Percy's not the dumb one; if anything he’s stupidly pretty. 
He'd be glad that she's checking up on him, if not for her expression. 


Her jaw is clenched and she looks him up and down with a feeling too 
familiar; the same weariness that assaults her whenever Apollo makes a bad 
decision because try as she might to pretend she doesn't, she cares. A lot. 


Apollo crosses his arms, trying not to feel jittery. It isn't working. "Hey, 
sis... fancy seeing you here." 


Artemis raises her eyebrows at him. "You don't look happy about it." 


"Well," Apollo shrugs, but he's never been good at acting nonchalant— 
well, not anymore. He did a good job of that when he was a better god and 
not a person at all. "It's not every day that you're this adamant about my 
flings being a bad thing—" 


"Fling?" Artemis snaps, and Apollo winces. She notices it, though, and 
takes a deep breath, softening her voice. "Apollo, quite honestly, your flings 
aren't usually like this. You normally just get right down to business and 
then leave, at least when it comes to mortals. You might stick around a 
week or even a month. But it's still to the point." 


Apollo approaches the couch with caution, drumming his fingers against its 
surface before settling on the armrest. "That was a different me." 


"Yes, it was." Something in Artemis' expression tightens up as she looks 
away, but Apollo's known his sister for too long not to recognize the 
apprehension in her eyes. Apollo's hunted and killed for her before and he'd 
do it again. It always makes him emotional when he remembers she's done 


and would do the same. "Apollo, you can't give yourself away to a mortal. 
Especially to this one." 


"I'm not," Apollo protests, keeping his voice soft. Artemis doesn't look 
convinced. "If you want me to be honest, sister... I could. With no 
hesitation, even. My heart's always been unfulfilled, and Percy Jackson fills 
in the gaps a little too well. Or I could if he wanted to. But he doesn't. I'm 
not tricking myself into thinking that he... well, you know. I'm not 
unloading any developed or yet to exist feelings on him." 


"This isn't about him this time." Surprisingly, Artemis' expression shifts 
with anguish. "Apollo, I don't want you to love a mortal like you loved 
Hyacinthus again. I don’t want you to suffer that again." 


Despite having thought about him just a few minutes earlier, the name 
spoken out loud in this context squeezes air from his lungs, and he has to 
stare at his hands for a few moments to recenter himself. The smell of 
Hyacinthus blood comes back to him like a curse, the stain of it on his skin, 
the taste of the leftover sweetness of his lips as Apollo wished he could go 
with him. 


"T..." Apollo looks at her, remembers easier times. Crueler times. The good 
blurs with the bad, but Artemis stands out like a beacon of moonlight in a 
forest; her sweet voice as she directed the Muses in choir, the shift in the air 
when she releases an arrow. "Sister, I ache. Constantly so. Don't I deserve a 
reprieve, if only for the time that he wants me?" 


"So you can be heartbroken again?" Artemis scowls at him, hiding her 
emotions as best as she can, but she can't fool him. "Especially now, 
Apollo. You're so human already. What will become of you?" 


Artemis looks so much like their mother in times like these. Apollo's 
always been the obnoxious one, the shining one, the bright one, but silver is 
rarer than gold, and Artemis’ liquid-silver eyes are almost as kind as Leto's 
icy-blues, a trait from their grandfather that they've both tumed into 
something beautiful, and deadly, and caring. They both have a little too 
much Zeus in them, and sometimes Apollo wished he could be more like 


them, but that was never him. No, he always needed the attention, the glory. 
Now, he's just glad he has them... forever. 


"C'mon, sister," Apollo chuckles, a sad melody in the moonlight showering 
Percy’s living room, setting a hand on her shoulder and squeezing. Artemis 
doesn't look nearly as at peace as he is. "I have millenia to bounce back 
from anything, don't I? I would never neglect my duties, either. I'll be 
alright, in time, if the worst comes to happen." 


Artemis closes her eyes for a second, pressing a hand against her temple. 
She should get back to Diana before she gives herself a migraine for a 
week. "I'm not worried about your duties, I'm worried about your feelings." 


"That's a big thing for you to admit," Apollo smiles, but she responds with a 
glare. "Artemis, I know what it feels like to be on the verge of death." 


Her eyes flash to his, and that fear, the fright at the idea of losing him, is 
very palpable. "Apollo—" 


"Artemis," he interrupts, letting his hand fall from her shoulder. She stares 
at him as if he's gone insane, which... is likely. But that happened a long 
time ago, anyways. "I know it's hard for you to see it this way, since there's 
plenty of horror stories in our family, but... love is the farthest thing from 
Chaos. Love is being seen." 


"I see you," Artemis clenches her jaw. "Despite my best attempts at running 
from your obnoxious mug, I see you. I always have." 


"You love me as a sister; the way I love you," Apollo nods. "Sisterhood is 
your whole thing. Motherhood is mum's. I've always watched and cared for 
brothers in arms, young men in general. I wish I could be as content with it 
as you are, but that's not who I am. I've always wanted more than that." 


"Greedy," Artemis mumbles, but there's a shadow of a smile on her lips. 
"Why does it have to be him?" 


Apollo pauses, thinks of Percy's fluttering eyelashes, the heat on his cheeks, 
the sharp smile that he tries his best to hide because it makes him look like 


a brewing hurricane. Thinks of what lies underneath, what he’s yet to 
discover. 


"He's gorgeous," Apollo says, and Artemis audibly gags, rolling her eyes. 
Apollo nudges her leg with his foot. "He's much cleverer than people think, 
he's funny, he's charming, he's vulnerable. He's honest, though not very 
often with himself. He's trying his best. He—" 


"T regret asking," Artemis sighs, shaking her head, but adds her own entry. 
"He's a prince, and you sure love those. Though, at least fifty-percent of the 
sea inhabitants are royalty in Poseidon’s realm, considering—" 


"Oh, gods," Apollo takes a deep breath. "Oh, gods, he is. I don't think he 
even knows, Artemis. How good would he look in fishnets—" 


Artemis stands up before Apollo can derail too wildly, turning towards him 
with a lighter expression than earlier, a little amused. But still apprehensive. 


"I still don't like it," she declares, defeated. "I can barely wrap my mind 
around this— it should make no sense, but I guess that's Perseus Jackson. I 
can't expect an explanation that will be based on logic when we're talking 
about Aphrodite's domain." 


"You know, many consider me the god of homosexual love," Apollo winks, 
and Artemis looks severely disappointed. "Alright, gods. Crusty pants." 


"Very mature of you," Artemis rolls her eyes, but when they make eye 
contact again, she's dead serious. He's hardly seen her this tense about non- 
life-threatening situations (for them) since Niobe and her children. "I 
understand this is what you want, and that this is what Perseus wants. I can't 
force you to give it up. But please, Apollo. Look after yourself, too." 


He swallows, forcing a smile. "T will." 


She disappears, off to reunite with her other Self, and Apollo sits on Percy's 
couch, catching that faint scent of sea-water. He stares at the ceiling for 
about fifteen minutes, before he finds it in himself to go back to Percy's 
room. 


Getting back in bed means getting assaulted by a heat-seeking menace, and 
Apollo stares at Percy under him again, thinking of how unfair it’d be, if 
they came to love each other like he fears they could. Artemis' words ring in 
his head, and while he sees the merit of them, of her concern, he 
rationalizes it like this: what’s a little more suffering, to make someone like 
Percy happy? 


Nothing. And he can already feel Artemis’ disappointment. Her worried 
eyes that say he’s going to get his heart broken into pieces again, but that’s 
what many gods don’t seem to understand about his change, about the 
perspective Lester gave him. Their existence is nothing if they don’t do 
something with it. Artemis has her hunters, Hermes has his job. Even Hestia 
finds something to do, to be passionate about, keeping the hearths of the 
demigods’ populations burning. Zeus finds ways to he annoying every 
single day, and there's not a day where Ares doesn't delight in the chaos of 
human conflict. 


Apollo’s passion, as of late, just so happens to be getting overly involved 
with mortals. With love. He thinks it used to be teaching, once upon a time, 
but that was when he could just adopt babies from the woods or raise his 
children himself. What was it that Aphrodite said? His heart is too soft... 
but that’s just another way of saying it’s too human. 


Might as well embrace it. And Percy looks so inviting, so lovely, feels like a 
dream. He should probably make the best of it, with whatever he’s given. 


Percy wakes up sweating, hard, and moaning into the room. He feels well- 
rested. More so than he has in ages, and the fog of sleep that clings to his 
mind is so deliciously tempting that he would fall right back asleep if he 
weren’t aching and wanting. So much for having a dead libido. 


There’s a weight over him, the source of heat, that makes it simultaneously 
better and worse; Percy blindly rubs his hips upwards against it and gasps at 
the limited friction. And it isn’t until he hears a snort that his mind cares 
enough to remind him that it’s Apollo laying over him. Right, that just 
makes it even better. 


Logically, Percy stops moving, only to groan out: “Oh, gods, please.” 


He follows that by wrapping his legs around Apollo’s waist, any feelings of 
embarrassment thrown out the window, and squirming in an attempt to not 
hump him again— he’d like to keep some dignity. 


“Needy,” Apollo mumbles, his voice right next to Percy’s ear, sending a 
shiver down his spine. “Not even a good morning, brat?” 


Percy cracks one of his eyes open just to glare at him. “Don’t call me a 
brat. Just... touch me.” 


Apollo looks exactly as he did last night, except he’s wearing a pair of 
Percy’s pajamas, from what he can tell, the shirt too tight on his shoulders 
and making his mouth water. He’s looking at Percy like he wanted him to 
last night: like he’s undressing him with his eyes, the gold of them hot on 
his skin. It makes him all the more aware of how he went to sleep horny, 
popped a full boner somewhere through being passed out, and has sported it 
since, wet and trapped between his and Apollo’s body. 


“From how I see it..." Apollo trials off and leans in, kisses him tongue-first, 
not taking into consideration Percy’s morning breath before doing so. Now, 
that’s a first. He nips playfully at his bottom lip, until Percy’s squirming 
harder, and pulls back with a sigh. "That's exactly what you are right now." 


Percy's already forgotten what the fuck they were talking about, so he 
doesn't dignify him with a response. He takes a deep, shaky breath before 
pushing at Apollo, making him lay on his back until he's straddling him and 
bending down to kiss him. Apollo stops him with one hand pulling his hair 
back, unexpected enough that Percy’s forced to bare his neck like a wild 
animal being kept at bay. He can’t break free, though, only succeeding at 
pulling his own hair when he tries. 


“Now, now," Apollo smiles, running a hand over his chest, all the way 
down until his fingertips are teasing at the waistband of his boxers. "Don't 
you think you should take it easy? Give it a little more thought?" 


Percy grunts, glancing down at Apollo, adrenaline running like electricity 
through his veins. He says that as if he isn't touching him like that. “You’re 
a fucking tease.” 


“T'm just saying, I know what I like, and what I want,” Apollo releases his 
hold on his hair, and Percy finds himself relishing in the leftover tingle 
around where he was pulling too hard, taking a deep breath and holding 
back a moan. Apollo’s grinning like a madman, now running both hands 
over Percy’s sides, then his front, one of them stopping to have a finger 
circle a nipple while the other strays to his waist, yet going no further. Percy 
bites the inside of his cheek. “Do you, though?" 


Percy stares at him, chest heaving, and realizes it’s an invitation to take 
advantage of this moment— to take the lead. Or at least feel more 
comfortable in his own skin, less awkward. He doesn't really know what 
he's doing, no, but he does have an idea of what he wants, even if he might 
stumble while getting there. 


Taking a deep breath Percy makes eye contact, swallows, and arranges 
himself better on Apollo’s lap, before changing his mind. Apollo must have 
noticed, since he raises a curious eyebrow at him, but Percy ignores it and 
grabs him by the shirt, pulls him up until he’s sitting, and settles himself so 
his crotch is pressed against Apollo’s front and his dick rubs against his ass. 


“Much better,” Percy sighs, almost a moan, sounding needy even to his own 
ears, and Apollo stares at him with a dark look, like he’s holding back from 
pushing Percy down and taking what he wants. Percy wouldn't mind it if he 
did, even wants him to, so he raises his eyebrows in challenge and grinds 
down, suppressing a groan at the feeling. He’s never done something like 
this before, never felt this desired or has been in control in such a way, and 
the heat that it brings to his cheeks, the fluttering it causes in his heart— it 
makes him feel wrecked, like he was nothing but a prude before yesterday. 
“Fuck, that’s...” 


Apollo nods, encouraging, his expression nothing short of fascinated, hands 
grasping at his waist and leading him into grinding again, this time far more 
fluidly, his hips angled better. Percy moans this time, and closes his eyes, 
hanging his head as he imitates the movement, speeds up, loses himself in it 


until he’s gasping, like he’s never gotten off before. Apollo is all 
appreciative noises below him, sighs and gasps and moans that drown 
Percy’s ears and make him both lightheaded and glad he’s enjoying himself 
with something that’s vanilla at best but already threatening to make him 
cum in his boxers. 


Percy feels lips on his shoulders and neck and starts trembling, his pace 
stuttering, because it’s really hot again, searing into his skin; he would not 
be surprised if Apollo wasn’t as much of a hickey guy, but a sunbum 
enthusiast. The idea is both supported and squashed when Apollo bites at 
his skin like he wants to tear a piece of it off and eat it, his hands getting so 
warm that it’s both uncomfortable and turns him on like crazy, drawing far 
more desperate sounds from him. 


He’s never made these kinds of noises before, high-pitched and drawn-out. 
Annabeth wasn't a big fan of noisy sex, so he’s used to grunting and softly 
groaning, even mild whimpering, but this is constant and he doesn’t seem to 
be able to stop, knows that it’s the kisses that are doing this for him, the 
hands groping him like there isn’t enough of his skin to touch, rather than 
the friction against his dick. He’s so close already, rotating his hips in tight 
circles, holding on to Apollo’s shoulders by his nails in such a way he’s sure 
it must hurt and is surprised it isn't somehow leaking ichor. 


Apollo licks a few drops of sweat off his neck and sighs next to his ear. 
“You’re doing so fucking good, baby.” 


Something in Percy resets, like a few loose screws being tightened, and 
takes over him with vengeance, heat spreading through his limbs and 
making his hips go completely off pace, his noises increasing in volume; he 
has a split-second wild thought along the lines of ‘fuck the neighbors’. He’s 
barely sane enough to realize that it’s satisfaction at the praise, and he 
doesn’t examine it further because fuck him, he’s so close he’s probably 
going to start tearing up any second now, but he needs more. 


Apollo notices, and his hands are immediately on the waistband of his 
underwear, pulling them down until his dick is out and he can wrap a hand 
that feels somewhat cooler than the other around him. Percy chokes on a 
gasp and thrusts into it, his forehead falling onto Apollo’s shoulder as his 


thumb presses into the slit of his head and rubs, as if trying to force the 
orgasm out of it, only to alternate between that and steady pumps and twists 
that have him boneless against him. Apollo's other hand finds a home on his 
ass, groping without preamble; fingers teasing the space between the cheeks 
but never actually touching, 


“Holy shit,” Percy chokes out, shivers, feels precum escaping him to the 
point of obscenity. Teeth briefly bite his ear, only for lips to burn into his, 
sucking at his tongue, and he finds himself babbling, begging. “Apollo, yes, 
please, I can’t, it's been so long—” 


“That’s alright,” Apollo interrupts, the words almost lost under Percy’s 
desperate whimpering. “That’s alright, take it easy, you can let go. C'mon, 
sweetheart. I'm right here for you.” 


Percy’s trembling bad enough that he’s screwing up into Apollo’s hand on 
him. Which doesn’t really help his growing desperation. In between his 
own sounds, Percy hears Apollo cursing—can’t tell whether it’s in English 
or Ancient Greek or Latin or something else entirely—and suddenly he’s 
being tipped back, against the bed, Apollo’s lips chewing at his in a furious 
kiss until Percy feels the skin break, copper on his tongue, the hand on his 
cock moving faster and the shock of it, the surge of adrenaline, finally 
making him tense up and cum, his nails scratching down Apollo’s back. 


He isn’t confident, but Percy believes he blacks out for what feels like 
minutes but was probably a couple seconds. He stares at his ceiling, 
breathing hard, Apollo trailing sweet kisses down his neck that aren’t nearly 
as hot as the ones from before, and he feels like he’s just been scrubbed 
clean. 


He blinks, realizes his hand is tangled in Apollo’s golden curls, processes 
the feeling of Apollo's fingers digging into his thighs as if to loosen up his 
muscles even further, and has the gut-reaction that he believes all straight 
guys should have after sex with their girlfriends; an unforeseen 
consequence of Straight Sex™ born from his lack of experience, but useful 
nonetheless: 


“Did you get off?” He asks, his voice sounds like it’s been shredded, and 
Apollo shakes his head, humming. It makes him sit up in alarm, or rather 
try to, because Apollo pushes him back down and looks at him from above, 
amused. Percy scowls at him. “Let me get you off.” 


Apollo clicks his tongue, grinning. “That’s alright. I fear it would be a little 
much for you right now.” 


“What?” Percy moves his hands, trying to get underneath the waistband of 
Apollo’s pants—his pants, actually—but he grabs them by the wrists before 
he can get there, pinning them against the bed. Percy ignores how hot that 
is, and glares a little harder. “This is supposed to be mutual, you know—” 


“You came like you’ve never been touched before,” Apollo whispers, voice 
low and sultry, and Percy bites his own tongue from how fast he snaps his 
mouth shut. Ouch. “You got so red, I thought I overdid the temperature. 
You were shivering like a virgin.” 


“Well, I’m not one,” Percy says, but it sounds like a weak defense even to 
his own ears. 


Apollo hums. “Not to blame Annabeth, but it seems she never took care of 
you quite like this.” 


Percy squints, trying to decide whether he should be angry or embarrassed. 
He settles on being offended. “The sex was great.” 


“I’m not saying it wasn’t,” Apollo sighs, squeezes Percy’s wrists in his 
hand, and seems to hear it as much as Percy feels it when his heart skips a 
beat. “But sometimes great doesn’t cut it. When it comes to men, you don't 
really... know what you like. Or a whole lot about how it works beyond the 
basics. And there's the matter of how long you've gone without this sort of 
thing..." 


Percy licks his lips, tasting his own blood. Just the brief reminder of what 
they just did is enough to make his breath heavier. “Explain to me what this 
has to do with not letting me touch your dick.” 


Apollo lets go of his wrists and sits up, untangling their bodies for the first 
time today, leaving Percy strangely cold. He still feels cleaner than he was 
before, but he’s not going to complain about Apollo using his godly gifts to 
make sure there’s no dried cum over his stomach. He stares at Apollo as he 
stretches, takes off Percy’s shirt, then his pants, and he isn’t wearing 
underwear holyshit. He averts his eyes, feeling himself blush. 


“Go have breakfast, sunshine, and then we'll talk about it a little more,” 
Apollo says, pressing a quick kiss to his lips and shooting him a wink, like 
he didn't just send Percy's heart into overdrive with the pet-name. 


It distracts him long enough that he gets away with not offering Percy an 
actual explanation, getting up from the bed and moving towards his 
bathroom like he owns the place. Percy finds that he doesn’t quite dislike 
the idea like he did before, and he most certainly doesn’t stare at his ass as 
he leaves. Nope. 


"Unfair bullshit," Percy mumbles to himself, but he's heard anyway. 


Apollo pauses in the doorway and talks over his shoulder. “This isn’t a 
battlefield, Percy. I just want you to feel good. You have nothing to prove to 
me.” 


Percy stares after his back, stunned, and lays back down. It’s hard to believe 
that. 
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With Apollo in the shower—and really, why does a god need a shower?— 
the gravity of the situation starts to hit Percy. He stands up from his bed 
only to catch the sight of Apollo’s beautiful toga and borrowed pajamas 
resting on the floor, and he feels dizzy when he realizes the loose feeling in 
his limbs is the aftermath of a very, very good orgasm. It’s been entirely too 
long since he’s felt this relaxed, and it’s very telling of it that just a handjob 
and rutting over clothes got him this... satisfied. 


It makes him feel worse about not reciprocating in some way, but he pushes 
that line of thinking out of his mind, trying his best to take Apollo’s words 
for granted. He has no idea what he’s doing; if he just did something, it 
would probably be laughably bad. 


Regret hasn’t sunk in yet, which he takes as a good sign. He finds that he 
isn’t ashamed of his decision to pursue... this. Not yet. And oh, does that 
fucking terrify him. The idea of giving it a name is entirely too daunting. 
And even though he knows he shouldn’t, Percy feels like he shouldn’t 
broach the subject anytime soon. Not until he’s certain why Apollo is 
interested in him. 


His words last night seemed to imply he didn’t want a hit-and-run kind of 
thing, but that could mean anything, especially for a god. And honestly, 
Percy isn’t sure he’s dating material anyways. He tried to be a good 
boyfriend to Annabeth, and he thinks that for a while he succeeded— but 
it’s hard for him to wrap his head around the idea of someone wanting him 
like that again. 


So as Percy cautiously picks up Apollo’s toga and heads out of his room to 
pursue breakfast like he was told to do, still in his strangely clean 


underwear, he decides that he’s just... going to see where this goes. His 
conversation with Piper lingers in his mind, reminding him that he should 
enjoy this for what it is, whether or not it lasts. 


Yeah. Sounds like the opposite of a plan. Great. He has so much explaining 
to do to so many people— including Poseidon. Shit. Nope. Now that is 
gonna be a thing, he’s sure, but Percy stands by Piper’s assertion; he’s not 
going to let anyone tell him what to do, much less so about his personal life. 
He doesn't need a god's idea of protection. 


He walks into his kitchen feeling confident, yet immediately feels his face 
setting itself on fire when he sees his tunic and Frank’s preator cape on the 
floor. Gods, they really did that. He really let Apollo undress him in his 
kitchen. Sweet Hades. 


Percy picks those clothes up too, and heads into his tiny, it’s-supposed-to- 
be-a-guest-bathroom-too-but-he-messed-up-the-shower-plumbing-laundry- 
room so he can hide them among his dirty clothes and wash them later. Face 
his crimes in due time. Frank won't miss the cape for a couple days. 


Gods, he has so many apologies to give out. 


He catches his reflection in the mirror out of the corner of his eye, as he 
checks he didn’t forget any clothes in the drier, and turns fully towards it 
out of curiosity, to make sure Apollo hasn’t given him a _ horrible, 
unexplainable sunburn, and finds that there’s barely a trace of his presence 
on his skin. A few purple marks, the outline of teeth, his busted lip, his skin 
is a little red on his neck and the side of his face, but when Percy runs a 
hand over his waist, he finds a spot that’s hot to the touch, where Apollo’s 
hand was at some point. Like his handprint is there, but invisible. It will 
probably bruise. 


It’s oddly thrilling, but Percy isn’t about to examine that. Still, it makes that 
feeling of lust and craving run through his body again. Like his blood is 
boiling. He can hear the shower running from here, a distant echo; feels the 
water running through the pipes in the walls like second nature. 


Yet he holds those thoughts back, swallowing and taking a deep breath with 
his eyes closed. He doesn’t want to appear desperate... even if he is. What 
kind of sexual awakening is this? Fuck. 


He does his best to assemble a decent breakfast, even if a fluttering, nervous 
feeling in his chest makes him clumsy. He almost cuts his own finger off 
while slicing a banana to add to his fruit bowl—ugh, he blames Rachel for 
this one; she visited last summer and got him hooked on decent, healthy 
breakfasts, the witch—and almost burns his coffee. 


Gods, he’s a mess. Why would a god wanna date him? Apollo’s not perfect, 
sure, but he doesn’t need to be when he’s already the closest thing there is 
to it. And he’s so attractive, too, certainly that’s out of his league? 


“Percy— ” 


He has to bite the inside of his cheek to keep himself from shrieking, which 
he considers a very low point in his life, but he still jumps like a cat. The 
only reason he doesn’t end up actually cutting off a finger are those handy 
demigod reflexes. He has enough presence of mind not to stab Apollo 
instead, letting go of the knife entirely, but it’s a near thing. 


He turns around to face him, trying to be casual, but his jaw drops before he 
can even muster a single word. Apollo stands practically naked before him. 
The only thing covering him is a fluffy, yellow towel that Percy knows he 
doesn’t own. The display of golden skin, lightly dripping wet before his 
eyes, is so distracting that he thinks he makes a strangled sound, close to a 
wheeze like he just got gut-punched, and really, it wouldn’t be inaccurate. 


Against his will, Percy’s eyes drift all over Apollo’s chest, then lower until 
they stay, as if stuck, on the dusting of dark blond hair leading down from 
his navel to under the towel. Memories of last night assault him, and he has 
to lean on the counter for support. He feels faint. 


“Percy,” Apollo repeats, and his eyes snap to his face. He finds him trying 
to hold back a smile, but he’s quickly failing. Percy’s face burns hotter. 
“1’m sure your mother taught you not to stare at people?” 


Clearing his throat, Percy turns back around and grabs his coffee, taking a 
long drink before answering. Fuck, he’s thirsty. “Yeah, I just, uh— you’re 
very... yeah. That’s... yeah.” 


“Yeah?” Apollo asks with a chuckle, and Percy physically feels it when he 
steps closer behind, not trapping him but threatening to break his personal 
space bubble, because he can feel the heat radiating off him. He almost 
jumps again when a hand shoots out to grab a blueberry off his almost- 
ready breakfast bowl. “Oh, those are good, but— you seem tense. Is 
everything alright?” 


“T’m...” Horny. Overwhelmed. Touch-starved. Nervous. None of those 
words sound very heroic, and it doesn’t help that he doesn’t dare look up 
from his kitchen counter. The same counter he sat on last night as he made 
out with him. Fuck. “I’m... processing, I guess.” 


“T hope I’m not being too forward, but...” Apollo trails off, sighing as if 
he’s considering whether he wants to continue or not, and Percy finds it in 
himself to turn around, raising his eyes to his face. He meets a careful look. 
“When was the last time you got off?” 


“What?” Percy doesn’t think he heard right. “I— what?” 


Apollo reaches out with a hand and runs his index over the spot where 
Percy’s lip is busted, not a hint of amusement to his expression, as if he just 
received some bad, yet not devastating, news. “You know, jacked off. 
Masturbated. Busted a nut, blew a load—” 


“Alright, alright, I get it!” Percy resists the urge to cover his ears with his 
hands. He’s an adult. He can handle this. “Why do you need to know that?” 


“Well, I did promise to tell you why I think slow and steady is better than 
hard and fast, right?” Apollo says, and Percy’s mind is very deep in the 
gutter; he can only picture... other kinds of situations where those types of 
paces would apply. But Apollo seems to be in serious-mode, cogs turning 
behind those sky-blue eyes of his. “We're setting boundaries. I thought I’d 
try my best to see it from your point of view before jumping to conclusions 
about your... sexual activities.” 


“T mean, that’s, uh...” Percy blinks, resists the urge to squirm as Apollo’s 
finger drops from his lip to his jaw, tracing his skin all the way to his 
collarbone. Dear Hades on a fucking stick. “I— I haven’t really done that in 
like, a few months? Close to a year? Morning boners are mostly annoying, 
so I don’t count them.” 


Apollo tilts his head, holding back a sympathetic wince, then licks his lips. 
Percy stares at them. “That explains a lot about your stamina, and your 
reactions, and why you’re so distracted right now looking at my mouth—” 


Percy blushes bright red, and blurts out the first thing that comes to mind. 
“Gods, I’m just really horny for you. No need to spell it out.” 


Silence, as he dies of embarrassment, then Apollo’s lips crack into a smile, 
and he’s grabbing Percy’s shoulder, pulling him into a kiss , short and 
sweet. It leaves him breathless all the same. 


“Your words last night,” Apollo mumbles, humming, once he breaks away. 
“T thought they were curious. ‘Fuck me’, was it? Oddly specific.” 


Percy adverts his eyes. “That’s, um... those audiobooks gave me ideas.” 


“T’m sure they did,” Apollo nods, looking at him with eyes so kind it hurts. 
“T have a feeling that’s not all, though, is it? It’s alright if you don’t want to 
share right now. I just want to know.” 


Percy stares with wide eyes, his heart heavy. He’s never talked about this 
before, has barely wanted to acknowledge it to himself. But Apollo’s being 
so patient, so thoughtful, and it’s not like it’s a secret or a bad thing. It’s just 
something he’s never truly known what to do about, and now that he’s 
being given a chance to, he finds it easy for the words to spill from his lips, 
like a confession. 


“Tt’s just that things slowed down after the war, and even though it wasn’t 
easy, Annabeth and I were doing fine until we started drifting apart. So we 
tried experimenting, to see if that changed something, and she, well, she 
pegged me, alright?” Percy rushes out, looking at Apollo’s chin to avoid his 
initial reaction. “And I was really into it, but she wasn’t, which wasn’t a 


problem. I kinda just... forgot about it. But— with all of this liking men 
stuff, and you, and those books, I remembered that and got curious and it... 
it just got me thinking.” 


There’s a beat of silence, and then: “You looked at gay porn after I 
mentioned it, didn’t you?” 


Apollo says it so bluntly it almost gives Percy a heart attack. “Maybe!” 


“T hope you know most of those aren’t close to reality,” Apollo says, visibly 
holding back a laugh, but it doesn’t seem mean spirited. He grabs Percy’s 
fruit bowl off the counter, dipping his fingers in to pick off another 
blueberry. This one, he offers up to him, and Percy stares, for a second, 
before willingly opening his lips. He refuses to acknowledge the way he 
gave out a full-body shudder as Apollo's fingers brushed his tongue until 
the day he dies. “And it’s nothing to be ashamed of, either. I’m a strong 
advocate for pornographic content as a source of entertainment; it’s just 
hard to find the good stuff.” 


“T know it isn’t real,” Percy feels a little like a kid being scolded, which, 
considering how often that happened to him, he doesn’t like the feeling. 
Hard for the sensation to stick around when Apollo’s finger-feeding him his 
breakfast, though— a thought that makes him steal the bowl from his hands 
and grab a fork, because gods, that’s embarrassing. And the way Apollo just 
licks his fingers off afterwards, with a shrug? Criminal. “I found... better 
stuff. In your rec list.” 


Apollo smirks like he knows exactly what he means by that. “So, in short, 
you have repressed desires?” 


Percy chews a piece of watermelon with all the stress of said repressed 
desires. “Yeah, probably.” 


“T’ll let you get me off, then,” Apollo announces, and Percy perks up, his 
heartbeat accelerating. “On one condition.” 


“Yeah?” Percy eyes him, remembering all the other times gods have put 
conditions on things, but Apollo isn’t like that; their eyes meet, and his 


smile is bright, just this side of cocky. Far more real than it was years ago. 
Far easier to get lost in. 


“You’ll take it easy on yourself, and let me take care of you” Apollo says it 
like Percy’s ever let someone do that for him before, as if he’s ever taken it 
easy. And like he knows exactly what he’s thinking, Apollo pulls him in by 
the wrist, takes his almost empty bowl from his hands and rests it on the 
counter. Slowly, as if to make sure it's okay, he wraps his arms around 
Percy, and the skin-to-skin contact is electrifying. “You froze up last night, 
remember? When you tried touching me.” 


Percy does remember, and it makes him feel ashamed, in a way, of his 
hesitation. Leave it to Apollo to find a perfect example of him needing to 
‘take it easy’. “Not my best moment.” 


“Tt’s a logical response. I should have expected it, taken you to bed first 
thing, made it good for you instead of overwhelming,’ Apollo’s eyes 
narrow, running a hand through Percy’s hair, eyes lingering on his before 
dropping to his lips. “You should let me lead you through it, since you won't 
be a dick connoisseur overnight.” 


Percy snorts. “Dick connoisseur? Really?” 


“You know what I mean,” Apollo rolls his eyes and leans in, kissing his 
lips. It’s much more charged than the one from earlier, tastes like fresh 
blueberries, and sends a thrill down his spine, a sigh leaving his lips when 
Apollo breaks it off and looks down at him with a smile. “I’m nothing if not 
an attentive lover, Percy.” 


Uninvited, Percy recalls how Apollo’s cabin was one of the most numerous 
when he first set foot on Camp Half-Blood. But instead of feeling jealousy, 
or weird because of it, Percy finds himself being excited to have all that 
offered to him. There must be something wrong with him. “I'll hold you to 
that.” 


Gods, he hopes Will never finds out he thinks his dad is a whole fucking 
five-course meal that can have his way with him any day. It would probably 
end up with someone dead out of sheer embarrassment. 


Fuck. 


As it turns out, Percy can’t just throw himself at Apollo and get lost in the 
golden haze of his lips, since they both have things to do. They make out on 
the couch until Percy can no longer tell up from down, making a fool of 
himself when his dick becomes entirely too interested for the occasion, and 
then Apollo excuses himself to return to Saturnalia. It doesn't seem like he 
wants to; he's barely able to peel his lips off Percy's skin as he explains his 
leave, but he's already been gone far too long, and he owes Olympus more 
than one day. 


At least, that's what he thinks. Percy isn't of the opinion that Apollo—or 
any god for that matter—owe Olympus anything, outside of specific cases. 
It's not like Zeus is responsible for the good things that have happened over 
the last few years, but on this he bites his tongue. Apollo doesn't need any 
more reasons to get in trouble; he's already doing Percy. 


Gods, he's doing him. Fuck. 


He busies himself by studying, which basically amounts to doing a shitton 
of reading so he can have half an idea for an essay and some research 
papers. It's slow-going and torturous, and while it should be illegal to do 
schoolwork during Saturnalia, Percy doesn't have the hangover to excuse 
him from it thanks to Apollo. It's almost lunch by the time the words on the 
page of his textbook start looking like unrecognizable scribbles, and he 
forces himself to keep his mind blank. 


Yeah, it doesn't work. Just stepping into the bathroom and glancing at 
himself in the mirror reminds him of this morning’s activities, the feeling of 
Apollo's body against him. He takes a cold shower, but it does next to 
nothing. 


He almost cries with relief when Annabeth texts him to invite him out for 
lunch with her and Piper, and then maybe go on a snack run. Apparently, 
the girls need to shop for groceries, as well, and Percy would give them 
some playful shit about using him as a free ride if he weren't so distracted. 


The second he steps out into the street Percy retreats back up the stairs, into 
his apartment, and grabs an extra jacket. Fucking abnormal winter. Next 
year, he'll make sure to only be this cold in New York. 


While mornings in New Rome are usually pleasantly quiet, the city now 
looks like a ghost-town. Most of the population must be getting their energy 
back for another night of games and drinking, but Percy's already had his 
fill. Kind of. He's still a little salty—thaha, he's a fish—over not getting to 
return the favor to Apollo. But it's fine. Really. He just needs some... well, 
advice. 


"Dude," Piper snaps her fingers in front of his face, and Percy blinks down 
at her. "We've been standing here trying to get your attention." 


"Oh," Percy blinks again, shakes his head to reorganize his thoughts, and 
processes the fact that he walked himself to their meeting point without 
noticing. He smiles sheepishly at Annabeth, who's looking at him with a 
raised eyebrow. "Sorry, my mind is all fuzzy." 


"We can tell," Annabeth crosses her arms, and Piper wraps her arm around 
her shoulders, poking her cheek with a finger to make her carefully neutral 
expression loosen up. Annabeth gives in within five seconds. "Alright, 
sorry, I've got a hangover. I'm not judging." 


"We have a massive migraine, and Annabeth has been pretending all 
morning that she didn't throw up on my shoes," Piper says, making Percy 
cover his mouth with his hand to hide a smile, while Annabeth makes an 
alarmed sound of protest. "It wasn't cute—" 


"You trying to piggyback me wasn't cute," Annabeth shoots back, and 
brings a hand up to her head, rubbing at a spot. "I hit my head on the 
ceiling." 


"Oh, liar," Piper chuckles, shooting a look at Percy. "You loved that." 
"I'm good, thanks for asking," he says, and Annabeth rolls her eyes at him, 


but she's blushing even harder. "We need to practice this third-wheeling me 
thing." 


"Oh, no," Annabeth shakes her head, and steps between him and Piper. "No, 
I'd rather you two don't talk. It's dangerous." 


"Alright, girlboss—" 

"Pipes, I told you not to call me that—" 

"But you are a girlboss." 

"This is the last time I'm speaking to either of you, ever." 


The three of them are a mess, but they work. They have a light, early lunch 
of chicken and fries, courtesy of food vendors for Saturnalia opening up all 
over the city in preparation for the afternoon, then they head out of town, 
the closest mall being their destination. 


Annabeth sits shotgun, as usual, which gives Percy an odd sense of deja vu 
from when they used to hold hands during traffic, but it isn’t painful, and it 
makes him happy that they’re able to still be this close. Piper is a good 
addition to their dynamic, as well, her straightforwardness challenging 
Annabeth’s own and her general good attitude puts Percy at ease, quashing 
any sort of tension that might arise. Percy misses Grover, and Piper is not 
his replacement, but he’s happy that they’re closer than they were during 
the war. 


Besides, there's a fresher memory now when he looks at his passenger seat 
of purer, much shorter gold curls and sunglasses, and the distracting edge of 
a sharp smile. It heats him up to the point where he has to take off both his 
jackets, which earns him weird looks. He ignores them. 


“T really think we're getting too old for Saturnalia,” Annabeth says, as they 
go down the supermarket aisle, walking ahead of him and Piper with her 
notepad app open on her phone. He was relegated to cart duty, while Piper 
grabs items off shelves and sneaks things in without Anmabeth noticing. It's 
certainly a step-up from being kleptomaniac. "I know we're not even in our 
mid-twenties, but..." 


"We're already crusty? Tired? Wishing for a better retirement pension?” 
Piper asks, shooting Percy a look behind Annabeth’s back as she stops in 
the middle of the aisle, turning around to shoot her an unimpressed 
expression. He holds back a snort. “What? You're the one saying we're old." 


“My retirement pension is neat.” Percy shrugs, lips twitching when Piper 
bursts out a laugh. Annabeth rolls her eyes. “Hey, I didn't get a tattoo for 
nothing." 


"Such sacrifice." 


"Don't worry, baby, if you can't handle alcohol anymore I'll have your fill 
for you." Piper winks at Annabeth, walking over to wrap an arm around her 
shoulders. "And don't worry about getting too old, I love MILFs—" 


"Holy— Piper! Shut the fuck up, oh gods—" Annabeth swats at her arm, 
but Piper is too busy laughing to care, and Percy watches the energy and 
happiness they radiate together with a grin, trying to ignore the wistfulness 
swelling in his chest. "Why am I even dating you, sweet Hades..." 


"I can think of a few reasons. Have you ever noticed how short my nails are 
>" 


"Evil!" Annabeth laughs, looking over at Percy for support, already opening 
her mouth again— only for her to freeze, her eyes on Percy's neck, where 
his position leaning on the shopping cart allows for more of his skin to 
show. Piper notices her looking and turns, too, looking for whatever she’s 
seeing, and she clearly catches it, since she snorts. 


“Do I have something on my face or what?” He asks, turning to the freezers 
to his right to try and see his reflection, but he doesn’t notice anything odd. 


Annabeth crosses her arms, struggles to compose herself since she's still 
somewhere between laughter and shock, and tilts her head. “My, Percy, is 
that hickey?” 


Oh. Right. “Er.” 


Piper wolf-whistles loud enough to wake the dead, and Percy sends her a 
glare. Her smirk is as sharp as her dagger used to be. “You really don't 
waste time, do you? He just spent the night." 


Percy’s eye twitches. “And what’s that supposed to mean?” 


“Let's just say that no one had seen any proof of physical activity until 
now,” Annabeth points out, and Percy realizes that she knows. He’s not sure 
how much, but she knows they’re lying about something. He should have 
expected it, of course, but it’s still a punch to the gut. Especially since he 
spent his morning getting sun-burnt kisses and an orgasm that he’s still 
recovering from. “Like, it's obvious you two have a thing, but I guess you 
guys have been very careful.” 


Percy does his best to pretend ignorance. "Yeah, I guess we're, uh... getting 
used to not having to hide it. 


"I thought the busted lip was interesting," Piper adds, shooting her 
eyebrows up at Percy when Annabeth looks down at her phone for a 
second. It's evident she wants details. "But the hickies? Congrats!" 


"It's not like it's our first time," Percy stumbles through the words, feeling 
his face heating up, and Annabeth side-eyes him. "What?" 


"I risk coming off as a nosy ex, but have you guys actually been having 
sex?" 


Percy considers faking a heart attack, but Piper covering her mouth with her 
hand to hide a laugh keeps him alive long enough that his rationality kicks 
in. He clears his throat. "Of course." 


"Oh," Annabeth doesn't seem to believe it. "It's just, you know..." 


Piper looks between them like it's a tennis match. "I think Percy's gonna 
die, 'Beth, he's so red." 


"I wish!" Percy snaps, and Annabeth snorts, but she's still giving the The 
Look. "No, Annabeth, I don't know what you know." 


"Well, I just can't recall seeing you and thinking you just got some stress 
relief," she pauses, as Percy stares at her blankly, trying to pretend this isn't 
happening. "You know, as in—" 


"Yep!" Percy nods, clears his throat, and wishes that he knew how to get 
excommunicated from Greco-Roman demigod society. Maybe join 
Magnus. Then again, he hasn't seen Carter in a while. "Listen, you don't 
have to call me out on how Apollo may have, uh, over-exaggerated our... 
sex life. Not in a supermarket." 


"I think this is the best place for it, actually," Piper chimes in, and Percy 
buries his face in his hands, runs them up through his hair. Annabeth is kind 
enough to send Piper a ‘knock it off before he passes out’ look. 


"I guess that's in character for Apollo." Annabeth presses her lips together, 
as of tasting the words in her mouth. "He likes to impress." 


"It's been slow-going," Percy says, weakly, as a defense. Annabeth rolls her 
eyes, amused. "He's a lot. We're... just, you know, baby steps." 


"I'm not judging!" Annabeth chuckles, shrugging. "C'mon, I'll leave it 
alone. He's making you happy, so, you guys do you. As long as he isn't 
pushing you—" 


"I'm the one pushing him," Percy grumbles, an odd sense of annoyance 
settling over him again when he recalls this morning. Piper whistles again, 
and Percy wishes for sweet, sweet Thanatos. He was a very beautiful guy. "I 
regret agreeing to go out with you today." 


Annabeth and Piper both shoot him looks that say they don't believe that for 
a second. Percy can't even be mad. 


"Alright, lover boy, relax. We'll stop bullying you," Annabeth turns her 
back to them, looking down at her phone screen. "Have you picked out a 


Secret Santa gift yet?" 


Oh. Shit. "Get back to me with that question in like... two days." 


Piper bursts out laughing so hard that Percy reaches over to ruffle her hair. 
He loves them, terribly so, but they're the sisters that he knows Estelle will 
grow up to be: beautiful, deadly, smart, no bullshit. It's terrifying. 


Wow, he's fucking a god, and he's still doomed. It really is just like actual 
mythology. 


They skip on Saturnalia for the night, which probably means that Annabeth 
is right and they are actually too old to get drunk— or too traumatized to go 
on too many benders. That seems more likely. 


Instead of that, Annabeth declares that she's going to dedicate herself to one 
of her many architecture projects. Which means Piper packs up some stuff 
and crashes at his place, taking over his couch with three layers of blankets, 
two pillows, and a herbal hangover tea pot on the coffee table. 


"This is insultingly good," Percy says, taking another sip of the tea. He 
doesn't have a hangover, sure, but it's rude to let people drink alone. "What 
the fuck is in this?" 


"Poison," Piper deadpans, and Percy believes her. Though it's probably not 
true. "You'll never know." 


"Ominous, I like that," Percy sighs, sinking further back against the couch. 
His mind is swirling, still trying to make it make sense that he had Apollo, 
sun god, in his bed. He turns his head towards Piper, who tried to coax him 
into telling her all the details about it—he didn't—and is now painting the 
nails of his left hand with a complicated design that they're too dyslexic to 
understand. It looks pretty in the picture she’s referencing. 


She's doing it at his request, because Piper doesn't own nail polish, but he 
does, and it's taken him years to not hear Gabe's voice calling him slurs 
when he thinks about wanting some color. Still, he can hardly think of that, 
or care about how they'll turn out, with his mind swirling with information. 


"Piper, how does... how do you..." 


Piper raises her eyebrows without looking away from her work. "Yeah?" 
Percy groans. "How do you...touch a guy?" 


She almost drops the nail polish bottle on the couch from how quickly she 
moves to look him in the eye. "What did you just say?" 


"How do you touch a guy?" Percy repeats, his tone miserable as Piper's 
expression turns into a disbelievingly happy smile. "Piper—" 


"So you did have some R-rated fun. I'm so proud of you," she interrupts, 
going back to painting his nails with a hum. "You'll have to ask someone 
else about that, though. I've never touched a dick." 


Percy frowns. "So you and Jason...?" 


"Nope," Piper snorts. "Oh gods, no. Thank Hades. There was too much 
going on back then, and then we were hunting down Leo. After that, well, 
I've only dated girls. Wouldn't change that for anything." 


"Right..." Percy goes back to staring at the ceiling, and Piper requests his 
right hand. She starts on his thumb, and Percy pretends not to notice how 
messy his other hand tured out. He still loves it. "Who am I going to go to 
for help now?" 


"There are several of my Roman sisters in town that would love to hear 
about your gay sex experience crisis," Piper points out, and Percy almost 
ruins his freshly-painted left hand trying to elbow her. "Stay still— it's a 
joke, dude, come on. But, like, you have a dick. Isn't it the same?" 


Percy will look back at this one day and laugh. Right now, he just wishes he 
had never asked. "I mean, I... I guess? Is it the same when you touch 
another girl?" 


Piper gets this filthy smile and Percy regrets being born. "Oh, not at all. In 
fact, it's very—" 


Someone must be watching over him, because his phone rings from 
somewhere in between his couch cushions and he and Piper drop everything 


to find it— well, she drops everything, Percy just moves away because he 
doesn't want to ruin his nails. Piper finally fishes it out from where it got 
lost earlier among blankets, answering after barely looking at who's calling 
and putting it on speaker. 


"Hi, we're having a girls' night," Piper goes, and a very recognizable snort 
goes through the line. "Green or black?" 


"Depends on what you're trying this time," Rachel says, amusement in her 
voice. Piper promptly seems to decide to use both. "Last time, I'm pretty 
sure it gave me an art block." 


"T didn't think it was so bad," Percy protests. Piper might be terrible at it, 
but she still tries just for him. Now, Hazel? She's amazing, but too busy. 
"How's NYU?" 


"Art school sucks," Rachel sighs, and Percy exchanges an amused look with 
Piper. "I fucking love it. Transferring was a great idea. My art history 
professor is definitely having an affair with the dean, and I'm pretty sure at 
least one of them is a god in disguise. Oh! Also, people think I'm in some 
sort of cult because I keep telling drunk people at parties that I'm an eternal 
virgin, and I don't know how to explain I work for a summer camp and 
those two things are related—" 


Gods, Percy's missed Rachel rapid-fire speech. It fills him with ease that 
makes him long for New York, not unlike the way thinking about camp 
does. "So, fun?" 


"Insane," Rachel sighs, and rustling comes from the other end of the line. 
"Alright, it's you guys' turn now. Saturnalia?" 


"Exhausting," they say at the same time, and promptly high-five each other. 
Piper continues. "Don't get me wrong, the drinking part is amazing but if I 
have to hear one more overdramatic kid reading ancient Roman poetry on 
stage, I think I won't make it to Christmas Eve. And it's only day two." 


"I'm not leaving my apartment this week, Percy adds. "Well, I need to buy 
gifts, but otherwise—" 


"You'll be too busy doing Apollo, I bet—" 


Piper bites her tongue before Percy can attempt to choke her, and they stare 
at each other in silence as Rachel neglects to react to it. They have a whole 
conversation with their eyes and eyebrows, gesturing towards the phone, 
and Percy tries to escape Piper's hold on his hand, to see if he can find a 
weapon to stab her with, only for her to hold on tighter. Unfortunately, they 
don't find a resolution before Rachel finds her words. 


"Apollo? As in, my Apollo?" Rachel asks, her tone progressively rising. 
"Wait, as in Lester—?" 


Percy is a dumbass who only knows how to dig his own grave. "Why does 
everyone say Lester as if it's a bad thing?" 


"Oh, holy shit!" Rachel exclaims, and then starts laughing until she chokes 
on a wheeze of air. Piper looks too shocked to do the same, and as a result, 
they just stare at his phone in horror. "Oh, Jesus— I mean gods, whatever! I 
knew Percy had a thing for blondes and hot guys, but—" 


"Why does everyone know that?" 


"Because you aren't subtle!" Piper points at him with the nail polish brush, 
which is a very scary weapon in the hands of a daughter of Aphrodite. Or, 
just in her hands, really. Percy pulls back as much as he can. "Fuck, Rachel, 
you weren't supposed to know. I think. Was she supposed to know?" 


"No, I haven't told my mom yet," Percy can't keep himself from whining, 
and Rachel starts laughing again. "You're on thin ice!" 


"Please tell me the story behind this," Rachel begs between breaths of air. 
"Please, I can't fucking believe this. How the hell did this happen? Have I 
gone mad?" 


Percy pouts. "I don't want to say." 


So, Piper does, because she's an awful friend. She goes through the whole 
trouble of explaining his lie on Thanksgiving, his desperate plea to Venus, 


his dumbass idea, and then their behavior around each other like it's some 
sort of retelling of a trash romance book. And Percy would know, because 
he reads a lot of those. 


"Percy," Rachel starts, once Piper is done. "This is by far the dumbest, 
stupidest, thickest thing you've ever done, and I would be so mad and 
concerned if it wasn't Apollo." 


Well, that's something. "Why?" 


"Because he's a softie," Rachel snorts. "Like, sure, before he was Lester he 
was an asshole, but he was the kind of asshole that you just kinda deal with 
because he lacks self awareness, but has a lot of power. Then he was Lester, 
and he actually became, like, decent. He started trying and caring. And now 
the younger girls and boys at camp who have barely seen him, let alone met 
him, all have the hots for him." 


That last part makes an uncomfortable feeling settle in his stomach, but he 
ignores it. "Well, I guess that bodes well for my future of... not being a 
plant." 


"Don't worry, I'll kill him if he tries to do something shady," Rachel sounds 
dead serious about it, and Percy doesn't doubt she could. "I must say... be 
careful? Please?" 


"Yeah," Percy looks at Piper, who's now done with his nails. She looks as 
disappointed at her handiwork as Percy is about his ability to resist hot 
blond people. "Yeah, I know. I'm just... trying to enjoy it for what it is." 


"Good," Rachel says, and Percy can picture her nodding, her mind already 
moving miles ahead. "Great. Otherwise, I'll be pissed. Can't believe my 
boss is fucking one of my best friends, he'll never hear the end of it." 


"Hey, Rachel," Piper chimes in. "Percy asked me how to touch a dick." 


He's very tempted, by the time they're done speaking with Rachel and ready 
for bed, to smother Piper to death in her sleep with a pillow. 


Venus has refused to let go of his arm ever since he arrived back. It's so out 
of character for her that people are staring, but Apollo fears that acting as 
bothered as he actually is will somehow give away what he just did to Percy 
Jackson. He wouldn't even be in this predicament if his dear sister hadn't 
run away from him the second he appeared as if he was carrying a deadly 
disease. 


Then again, the idea of sex is probably considered an epidemic by her. And 
he can't blame her; the want running through his veins right now is enough 
to feed a second sun. It's unbearable. Maybe he should also become an 
immortal maiden. 


Just the thought makes him want to tum back, grab Percy, and lead him 
back into bed. He's impressed at his own self control; for a long, arduous 
second, as Percy came down from his high, Apollo was tempted to dive his 
face between his legs and have his very own Saturnalia feast, with musical 
accompaniment in the form of Percy's lovely, wonderful, he definitely has 
some Siren in him, sounds. 


Thankfully, his sense of guilt had kicked in before he could try something 
like that. When watching the hazy look in Percy's eyes clear and his 
following disbelieving expression reminded him that, yes, Percy's had no 
experience with having something between his legs—other than plastic, 
once, apparently—and he doubts he's ever gotten blowjobs as good as the 
ones Apollo's capable of. 


He's sidetracked, what was he doing? 


"... you're just not listening to me at all, are you?" Venus taps her fingers 
against his arm, and Apollo forces himself to focus on her instead of his 
desire to tie Percy up to his bed. It proves harder than expected. "You're 


giving off waves of lust, I'll have you know. You're sure you won't tell me 
—?" 


"Nope, you've seen and done enough, I think," Apollo tries to shake her off, 
but Venus just smiles a little more sharply and hums, digging her nails into 
his skin. "Seriously, Venus, I basically have no tongue. I don't feel like 
gossiping to you about what Percy and IJ are up to." 


"You might need my help in the future," Venus points out, causing Apollo 
to swallow. "After all, I kept the secret. It was the local minor gods in New 
Rome that brought it over to Olympus. And we know you'll need help with 
ocean eyes." 


Apollo takes deep breaths, trying not to panic. "That is a very, very unfairly 
good codename. But, no thank you. It's... it'll be fine." 


Venus hums like she doubts it. "If you think so, but he already knows." 
A thousand rocks drop to the bottom of his stomach. "He does?" 


He's trying not to sound panicked, but his voice cracks a little bit on the last 
syllable. Venus, bitch that she is, only laughs sweetly and pats his arm in 
sympathy. 


"I'm certain he will talk to you before the week is over," Venus winks as if 
she didn't just give him the worst news he's ever received. Something in his 
expression must have given away his lack of optimism. "Not to worry, 
Phoebus. Chin up and face the music. You'll have my support... from across 
the room." 


"From across the room?" Apollo carefully hisses under his breath, not 
wanting to draw even more eyes to him. "I think I need a little more help 
than that—" 


"You said it yourself!" Venus smiles, dazzling as always, her eyes twinkling 
green; she's so annoying, it just reminds him of what he wants to do to 
Percy Jackson that he definitely shouldn't without agreeing on a safe word 
first. Ugh. "You'll be fine. Now, how about some music? The Muses don't 
sound quite the same without you..." 


Apollo takes the out she gives him, because why wouldn't he? People in 
Olympus know that when he's performing, he's performing, no way around 
it: he's not to be messed with while in the zone. It's an easy escape, falling 
back into old hits, plus some of his new ones about his adventures as Lester, 
but the half-finished ballad he's been trying to not work on and failing, 
about a young hero with a heart too great and a soul too heavy, keeps 


nagging at his mind, so the thought of Percy Jackson never really leaves 
him. 


He isn't sure how long he performs for—it could easily have been an hour 
or a week when it comes down to it—or how many times he avoids 
returning the Muses' flirtatious smiles and touches, but it's a good enough 
and extensive enough bit that, by the time he gets off stage, he's drumming 
with adrenaline and pent up energy. He dances, then, but it proves 
ineffective to get rid of the feelings burning through him. At least ninety- 
nine percent of them are somehow related to Percy Jackson. 


Neptune does approach him, at some point, disheveled beard and wrinkles 
that aren't at all from laugh lines carved on his face, making a rather 
apparent effort not to grimace at the way Apollo keeps wiggling his leg, 
feeling the itch to leave. He doesn't want to be here; he wants a small 
apartment belonging to a college student with a damaged heater and sheets 
that smell of the ocean. But Neptune's eyes, though muddier than 
Poseidon's or Percy's, are just as intense, and keep him anchored for a few 
moments, uneasiness crawling in his stomach. 


"The boy, he is not my business," he says, barely audible through the bustle 
of partying around them. Apollo, however, hears it as if he were speaking 
directly into a microphone, spotlight on him. He swallows, but at least 
Neptune isn't frowning that hard. "But a warning still stands, Apollo. Don't 
get too comfortable, whatever your relationship is. That is all. For now." 


He says it with the finality judges use when reading out a sentence. It is not 
friendly advice; it's a veiled threat. Apollo doesn't know how to tell 
Neptune that he already had his hands down his Greek son's pants, already 
held him while he cried, and already has the flavor of his lips on his 
memorized. So he doesn't say anything damning at all, forcing a smile, 
feigning ignorance, being pretty. It's worked out before, why wouldn't it 
now? 


"Absolutely," Apollo nods, sipping his nectar. "Understood." 


Neptune examines him with a critical eye, then grunts. "I'll see you, then." 


As Apollo watches him walk away, he considers staying in Olympus. He 
considers not going back to Percy, to keep this as unimportant as it should 
be. He considers pretending that he doesn't care, the way he used to. 


But his heart, how it wants. How it hurts. He meant his words to Artemis; 
he wants a reprieve, if momentary, and if he has to suffer for it, if his love 
will always turn out as suffering... then so shall it be. He knows this is not 
the last he'll hear something like this, as Poseidon is sure to approach him as 
soon as the winter solstice starts. But it's a risk he has to be willing to take, 
if he wants to be worthy of even a fraction of the feelings that Percy's eyes 
project when he looks at him. 


Apollo turns away from the party and zeroes in on New Rome. His earlier 
words to Percy come back to him: Apollo knows what he wants, what he 
likes. And Percy dared him to take, but he might just end up giving instead. 
He wouldn't have been able to, before Lester, but now he feels like he could 
do nothing more. 


There's a sunrise to every sky, after all, but also to every ocean. 


15. Chapter 15 


Notes for the Chapter: 
back at it again. just for u sweet people. 
there's smut in this one. have at it, and happy pride month!! 


Apollo returns while Percy is in the middle of trying to distinguish a six 
from a nine in one of the readings he’s decided to get ahead on, and deeply 
regretting, at around three a.m. It's been two days since he's heard from 
him, other than a video of him performing at Olympus sent to his email 
address from an unfamiliar account. Which was absolutely terrifying, but he 
was too busy trying not to treat the video as late night pornography— 
Apollo can actually sing and dance and perform and fuck did that made him 
angry and horny—to wonder who it was from. If he had to guess? It was 
Hermes. Or more likely Aphrodite. Either way, he suffers. 


He just waltzes into his bedroom without having knocked on the front door, 
ignoring the fact that it was locked, and throws himself into bed, getting 
comfortable. He's too sleep deprived to properly react, which gives Apollo 
time to look over Percy’s shoulder, point at one of the numbers he’s looking 
at, and say ‘nine’, before dropping a kiss on his cheek and mumbling a 
greeting. 


“Hey,” Percy finds himself saying, half-choked with the new influx of 
information; the image of Apollo in yet another gorgeous toga, showing 
miles of skin, splayed over his bed, one of his hands sneaking up Percy's leg 
over his blankets. He panics and says the first thing that comes to mind. 
“You made up schooling, right?” 


“1’m not helping you cheat.” Apollo side-eyes him, raising an eyebrow with 
a grin, squeezing his thigh. It's such a flirty yet so simple expression that 
Percy forces himself not to stare too hard, swallowing a whimper. "I can 
teach you a few lessons, though." 


Percy groans, his face heating, and throws his head back against his pillows. 
He doesn't have a teacher kink. He doesn't. He doesn't.“I’m going to chain 
myself up and jump into the Tiber.” 


“And what a shame that would be, I wouldn't get to stare at your pretty face 
anymore,” Percy shoves him, which causes Apollo to laugh, chiming like 
bells in the wind. "That was a compliment, sweetheart." 


“Gross,” Percy wrinkles his nose, staring at the book and marking the page 
he was on before dropping it on the nightstand. He's not blushing. Nope. 
Apollo's leaning on one of his elbows, looking up at him with focused eyes, 
and it's heating him up from the inside. Suddenly, he has too many pajama 
layers. "Um, I guess you've been busy, since it's been two days..." 


Apollo winces. "I'm sorry about that. Time passes differently when I'm 
performing." 


"No, it's fine," Percy bites the inside of his cheek, hesitantly reaching out 
and taking Apollo's hand on his thigh into his own. He wasn't going to 
mention it, but a part of him had wanted to believe Apollo had changed his 
mind and decided he wasn't worth it, and it's been keeping him up. Along 
with the other things, that is. "I, uh, thought you... that you had enough of 
me, I guess. For now. But that's, I suppose you're here now, so—" 


"What?" Apollo's face changes into a horrified expression. He sits up, using 
his free hand to caress Percy's hair, running a soothing hand through it, only 
for it to rest at the back of his neck, his fingers rubbing relaxing circles into 
the sensitive skin that has him shivering. "Oh, no, Percy, I didn't— I didn't 
mean to ghost you like that. Shit. I should've realized I had to give you a 
warning if I disappeared because of Saturnalia." 


"T mean, it's fine—" 


"It's not," Apollo says, voice firm and leaving no room for argument. "Is 
that why you're studying at three a.m?" 


Percy thinks back to the nightmare he had the night Piper stayed over, how 
he ended up crashing on Annabeth's couch last night. How he's been too 


anxious to go to sleep at his own place even though he insisted he was fine 
to the girls. 


"T... It's not all of it. I was just a little nervous about it, but I got sent this 
video of you— I knew you were performing." Percy sighs, looking away 
from Apollo's eyes and down at his lap; at Apollo's beautiful musician 
hands, the way there's not a blemish on it, the contrast of their different- 
toned skins, how Apollo's darker and his tan unattainable even. The words 
slip from his lips like the confession it is. "No, I just... I had a bad night the 
day you left. Piper helped me out, but I haven't been able to sleep since 
then." 


Apollo tangles their fingers together, and Percy wonders if he can feel his 
heartbeat against his skin, from the point where their wrists are touching. 
"Do you want to talk about it?" 


Percy tastes something bitter on his tongue, and wonders what would 
happen if he let it out. If he spoke it out loud for the first time in a long 
time, since those failed therapy sessions, since Annabeth’s hesitant 
reassurance, her shaking hands in his, because try as he might to pretend 
that their relationship is the same, something between them still broke. 


Would he burn on the spot? Why does it feel sacrilegious to want to put it 
into words for once? Percy’s put up a mental dam around his thoughts for 
years now, keeping them filtered, trickling over the edges during days 
where he feels like he doesn’t belong in his body, poking holes and trying to 
escape when the night gets stifling and even the feeling of blankets over his 
body makes him feel trapped. 


“T don’t know where to start,” he confesses, and that only quickens his 
heartbeat, keeps his eyes trained on their hands. Apollo squeezes his hand, 
the pad of his thumb rubs over his painted nails. “I’ve never known when to 
Start. It’s... there’s a lot.” 


“Rarely anyone does,” Apollo says, and despite his voice being a soothing 
sound, familiar and full of warmth, Percy still can’t bring himself to look 
him in the eyes. “Let’s start out simple, Percy. Think of the easiest fact 
about it, and go from there.” 


None of it is easy, and Apollo is probably well-aware of that, but Percy tries 
to do away with the instant need to resist and bottle up his feelings, taking a 
deep breath, digging his nails into Apollo’s hand. 


“Do you know Akhlys?” He asks, voice choked, so he clears his throat. 
Apollo doesn’t have any noticeable reaction, and he can’t tell if that makes 
this harder or easier. “The misery goddess?” 


There’s a beat of silence, then Apollo speaks, his tone carefully neutral. 
“Can’t say I’ve had the personal displeasure of meeting her, no. But she’s 
one of the first. I know what she is.” 


“I’ve met her,” Percy lets out a breath, and he’s immensely glad that Apollo 
is sharing his bed right now, because he doesn’t want to think of how cold 
he would feel otherwise. “I think I almost killed her.” 


“You—.” Apollo starts, then stops. He shifts closer, brings Percy’s hands up 
to his lips and kisses them. A sigh brushes against his knuckles, and Percy 
closes his eyes to avoid tempting himself into seeing what he might be 
thinking. “I won’t ask how you came to be in that situation, in case you 
don’t care to share. But it must have been pretty extreme.” 


“T was angry,” Percy shrugs. “I was tired. Being near her is... you should 
never do it. I just kept thinking about how unfair it was. We needed the 
Death Mist to get through, we needed to get to the Doors. I— I went in for 
Annabeth. I jumped once, and I would do it again. But it broke me.” 


“Percy—” 


“Tt did,” Percy interrupts, a flash of panic going through his veins. 
“Everyone keeps saying I’m not broken, but I felt it. It was— I left a part of 
me in Tartarus to be able to tap into that... that feeling. I choked Akhlys 
with her own poison and tears, and I thought she deserved it. I would’ve 
kept going if it hadn’t been for Annabeth, because she was terrified, of, of 


His voice chokes up, and Percy realizes with a start that tears are forming in 
his eyes, a knot has formed in his throat. Apollo pulls him in, offering his 


embrace, and usually Percy wouldn’t have had comfort like this. No, 
Annabeth used to keep her distance, mental blocks rendering her into a 
shaking mess, shivers going up and down her spine. They were bad nights, 
and now Percy’s learned to keep himself distanced from it, too. Going into 
the shower and not coming out for hours, feeling like he’s choking on the 
very air he breathes, resisting the urge to drop back into bloody habits that 
he hasn’t really had since the summer his father claimed him that he still 
bears the scars of. 


But this time he does. This time there’s only warmth, and the faint scent of 
sunlight and flowers. Apollo hums to him, as he brings Percy into his arms, 
tucks his head under his chin, a soothing lullaby that dislodges something in 
his chest and makes his whole body relax, shoulders dropping, hands 
coming up to cling to his toga like it’s his last tether to this world. 


“Percy, you are not your anger,” Apollo whispers, talking directly into his 
ear. “You’re not your pain. When people say that you aren’t broken— I'll 
admit it myself, it can be dismissive, but it is a part of the human 
experience, of your souls, that you should be able to fill in the gaps of what 
you’ve lost. But it's near impossible to do so alone.” 


“T tried,” Percy sniffles, keeping his eyes tightly shut as his grip tightens on 
Apollo’s toga. “I tried and it wouldn’t work. I got so angry and I was 
terrified all the time. This— this fear, it wouldn't disappear. I knew logically 
that I couldn’t have killed her, but it felt like I was about to and that was 
enough. I wished I could drown. Me.” 


A hand runs through his hair, calm, but Percy hears the rabbiting of 
Apollo’s heart, very faintly, as well as the way he swallows. “Percy, we’re 
all scared of ourselves, in one way or another. And you have so much 
power; I’ve hardly seen a child of the sea like you before—” 


“You mean besides the monsters,” Percy laughs, unfeeling of any humor. 
“T’ve fought enough of my siblings to know.” 


A frustrated sigh. “Let me speak, you sweet waking dream. Power is 
terrifying. And that fear can be external or internal. People can fear you, 
you can fear yourself, or both. But it’s still part of you, along with that 


strength. You can’t deny it, and you can’t suppress it without hurting 
yourself even further. Now, I was only a hero for six months, but I believe 
controlling your fear is a big part of it, instead of making it disappear.” 


“How could I accept it?” Percy swallows. “It’s wrong. It’s not who I want to 
be. I’ve never wanted any of it; the power, the strength, the laurels, the fear 
and suffering.” 


“Who do you want to be, then?” Apollo asks in kind, pulling back, a hand 
over his cheek. Percy opens his eyes, meets the frown furrowing Apollo’s 
eyebrows with concern and the laser-focus of his stare, blue meeting green 
like waves crashing on sand, the ocean fighting to push back the earth, 
unstoppable force against an immovable object. The irony of it is not lost 
on Percy. “Forget the hero. Forget the laurels. Forget your father, and forget 
Olympus. Forget me if you have to. Who is left?” 


“I...” Percy takes in a sharp breath, eyes widening. “Apollo, I haven’t...” 


“You haven’t thought about it,” Apollo finishes for him, nodding, and the 
way he’s looking at Percy— as if he wants to raise him up to the sun, 
shower him in daylight, make him step out of the shadows. It’s blinding. 
“And that’s okay. No one has themselves fully figured out, despite what it 
looks like. But you have friends and family that you love to death. Who do 
you think you are, to them?” 


“I’m just me,” Percy bites the inside of his cheek, a fluttering feeling in his 
chest. “Just... there’s not a difference. I’m all that. I can’t not be the hero. 
It’s... it’s all I know.” 


“And maybe that’s the issue here, baby,” Apollo unexpectedly leans in, 
drops his head against Percy’s shoulder, a sigh on his lips. Percy’s 
practically over his lap by this point, and the heat is melting him to the core, 
baring his heart. “You need yourself. You need to know yourself, embrace 
yourself, look beyond what the world needed you to be, and focus on what 
you need yourself to be. You’re not a monster. When you use your power, 
you do it because you are trying to save someone, or save yourself. And 
giving in to those darker impulses can ruin us, Percy. It can. But no one’s 
ever said you can’t rebuild an old house with new bricks.” 


This time around, Percy doesn't sob. He doesn't crack under the weight of 
Apollo's words, he doesn't shatter as if his heart is made of glass like he 
thinks. Something in him aches, deeply so, throbs with the intensity of his 
feelings, but it's like muscle pain, like scar pain. For the first time since he 
had new experiences to live up to—Estelle's birth, moving to California, 
starting college with his girlfriend—Percy feels like that pain can be 
soothed over. He'd forgotten how it felt not to break down, to take a breath 
and not choke on it. He thinks it was like this when he started therapy, 
before he got frustrated with his lack of progress, with his decaying 
relationship, with the career he had mostly chosen at random. He fixed the 
last two by ending the relationship and changing his major. He seems to 
have forgotten about the rest. 


Perspective is a weird thing. 


"I... I guess I've forgotten," Percy whispers, admission slipping from his 
lips. "I've forgotten to look after myself." 


"IT can see that," Apollo presses a lingering kiss against his neck, sweet 
enough that Percy almost feels his teeth hurt from it. "Percy, you need to 
stop thinking working on yourself is a bad thing. You gave into temptation 
once. You faltered once. We all do. You can't let that dictate your 
everything." 


Percy tangles his hands in Apollo's hair, and lingers in the silence for a few 
minutes. Breathing in, breathing out, his mind slowly emptying and his 
heart becoming a little lighter, Percy does his best to try and believe him. 
They used to say similar things to him in therapy. Annabeth used to repeat it 
like she might get the sentiment tattooed on her forehead. Nico once patted 
him on the back and reminded him that letting help be helpful is the first 
step. But Percy never felt ready for it. 


He isn't sure he is now. But he wants to try again. 


"Thank you," he says, pressing the words against Apollo's ear. It hits him 
how intimate they're being, how tightly they've melted into each other, but 
he doesn't want to move. He doesn't want to let this go, though maybe he 
should. "I needed that." 


"T needed that," Apollo mumbles, snorting lightly. "I don't think I could live 
with myself if I just left you to your own devices— as in, to suffer alone. To 
not offer an unbiased helping hand." 


"You are biased," Percy points out, teasing, a grin twitching on his lips. 
"Your hand hovering over my butt says so." 


Apollo laughs and it sounds like a warm summer, the kind with days full of 
light and heat and energy and nights bejewelled with fireflies and 
accompanied by s'mores. It sounds like Camp Half-Blood at the height of 
the season, like nights long gone with his mom where it was just them, 
pizza and a rented movie and it was the closest thing to happiness. 


It sounds like New York, and love, and home. Like the things he's missed 
ever since he left his city. 


"T can't help it if it's right here," Apollo comments, and his hand does touch 
his ass then, lightly, not even copping a feel as much as just implying it. 
"You have an amazing ass, you know? I can tell you're a swimmer, you 
definitely take care of yourself physically. It's so bubbly, surprisingly big 
for a guy your height—" 


Percy turns his head and kisses him. The smile on his lips makes it hard, but 
he manages, and Apollo is returning it without missing a beat, hands on his 
waist, pulling him in. It's odd to think that opening himself up doesn't have 
to hurt. It's strange to be held so reverently, when he feels like he deserves 
anything but that. 


"Tell me," Apollo requests between kisses, progressively leaving him more 
and more breathless. When he swipes his tongue over Percy's lips, hands 
under his shirt, he feels the teasing gesture down to his toes. "Are you going 
to keep studying, or are we taking a break?" 


Percy presses himself as close as possible to Apollo's body, face heating. 
"I'm close to finishing my classes anyways. Break won't hurt." 


"You're doing amazing. Straight As and Bs for the most part, I've heard," 
Apollo bites his neck, and Percy's questioning noise is swallowed by a 


choked moan. “Uncle Poseidon likes to brag.” 


Percy groans, and unfortunately it isn't just because of the offhand 
comment. No, Apollo grabs his ass and grinds against him, which almost 
makes him forget about saying the complaint he needs to voice. “Don’t call 
my dad uncle, please. Don't talk about him in bed at all." 


“T might lose the right to even speak to him if he finds out that I want to 
screw you into your next life.” Percy chokes, and Apollo takes the 
momentary distraction to get him out of his shirt, briefly biting his bare 
shoulder. “Or that I’m planning to take your sweet virginity. Would be 
worth it, though. Every second." 


“I told you I’ve been pegged,” Percy shoots him a look, but Apollo 
squeezes his butt and manhandles him until he’s lying in the perfect 
position for him to crawl in between his legs. "Uh—" 


“Tt’s different,” Apollo kisses him, long and lazy, until Percy almost forgets 
what he’s talking about when he continues. “It’s hot. You’ll know it’s 
connected to someone else, blood rushing through, throbbing, driving you 
insane...” 


Percy swallows, suddenly sweating, pants rapidly tightening. His voice 
cracks. "That!— that sounds... good?" 


Apollo hums, trailing those same burning kisses from before over his neck. 
Coming back to his lips and licking his way inside like he tastes like candy; 
which is false, because Percy’s toothpaste is basic as fuck. He settles into 
the kiss, at first, feeling his mind quieten, but Apollo shifts his body to get 
closer and their crotches brush, something poking at Percy's stomach. 


Despite popular belief, he's not a total idiot; he knows Apollo's hard 
already. Probably still unsatisfied from the other day, especially if he lost 
track of time, and quick to respond as such. But the knowledge only makes 
his intrigued dick more interested. And soon he's rubbing his hips against 
Apollo's, moaning when he meets him with a thrust that rattles something 
primal inside him. A hunger that's new and exciting for him, making him 
kiss harder, moan louder, mumble requests for him to go faster. 


He thinks Apollo's truly enjoying himself this time, setting a pace that they 
both enjoy, groaning into his mouth like he can't get enough of it. Percy's 
burning up again, but he finds that he doesn't mind it one bit anymore, 
closing his eyes and grasping at the edge of Apollo's toga, wishing he 
would take it off— 


Percy groans. "Hold— oh, shit, that's, that's good, just... fuck, hold, hold 
on, stop." 


Apollo does so like he was never moving in the first place, looking at Percy 
with concern. "Too much?" 


"I want to touch you," Percy licks his lips and watches Apollo follow his 
tongue with his eyes. "Let me." 


Apollo swallows, his breath heavy. Maybe he was close to coming, maybe 
not, but he doesn't seem that happy about the interruption at first. Still, he 
sits up and takes off his toga, letting Percy drink in golden skin, the eye-roll 
inducing eight-pack, the ripple of his muscles and the light dusting of dark 
blonde hair leading below his navel. 


Percy knows Apollo's not wearing underwear, so he snaps his eyes back up 
again, biting his lip as his body thrums with energy. They make eye contact, 
and Apollo tilts his head invitingly, a closed-lipped, smug smile on his face 
that triggers his troublemaker streak in a way that drives him crazy. 


He lowers his eyes, tries to look but finds it too embarrassing past the three 
seconds mark, instead staring at a point under his belly button. 


Apollo’s hands brush his cheek. “Don’t push yourself, sunshine.” 


Percy sends him a half-hearted glare, heart beating fast. “I don’t need to 
look to touch, you know.” 


A laugh, indulgent with a dark edge to it, and then Apollo takes Percy’s 
hand, guides it to his waist. The second Percy’s fingertips touch his bare 
skin his breath catches, and he has to bite the inside of his cheek, squirming. 


“Go ahead,” Apollo says, soft under his breath, bending down to lay a kiss 
over his forehead. It makes him shiver. “You’re the boss here.” 


Percy pushes down the thought that pops up that tells him he doesn’t want 
to be the boss of anything at all and he would rather if Apollo manhandled 
or ordered him around instead, yet at the same time feels warmed by the 
gesture. It’s all very confusing. 


Regardless, he takes a deep breath, brushing his fingers against Apollo’s 
skin, letting himself enjoy the heat of it, the smoothness of his body as his 
hands map out his hips, his stomach, his chest, before sliding back down, 
noticing how the muscles tense under his touch. A stray thought flitters into 
his mind, as he closes his eyes for a second, that it’s no wonder Apollo’s 
always felt nothing but perfect when touching his body feels like this. 


Opening his eyes back up, he meets Apollo’s gaze once again, and 
maintains that contact as his hand drifts lower to the center, watching the 
almost invisible twitch at the corners of Apollo’s mouth. He hesitates for a 
second, but doesn't give Apollo room to brush him off before swallowing 
and wrapping his hand around his cock, letting himself get used to the 
weight and shape of it. 


It's not that different from his own— he doesn't know what he was 
expecting, really. It's a dick. Sneaking a look, Percy sees that Apollo's 
thicker and longer than him, but as dirty thoughts about it rush through his 
mind he decides that's enough for a recon mission and he'd rather, like, be 
kissed now, thanks. He deserves a reward for his efforts. 


Apollo looks amused, but his eyebrows are slightly furrowed. "It doesn't 
bite." 


"Shut the fuck up," Percy squeezes him, with barely any strength, finding 
that looking at Apollo's face is— better. He makes this expression, biting 
his lip and narrowing his eyes, focused on Percy's hand on him, that makes 
him indescribably turned on. "Oh, gods..." 


Apollo rocks his hips into his fist and Percy makes a sound that's neither 
sexy nor human. 


"I'm not even touching you," Apollo leans down to kiss him, but Percy's 
brain seems to have melted out of his ears, because he's incapable of 
anything but whining and curiously pumping his fist, not even the whole 
length. Apollo lets out a strangled sound against his mouth, not exactly a 
protest but still breathless and bemused. "Well, that's a killer pace if I've 
ever seen one!" 


Percy can't decide if his comments on his performance are actually helpful 
or not, but at least they distract him from his own rapidly swirling dirty 
thoughts. He repeats the gesture, this time trying to properly cover the 
whole length, going a tad faster. Apollo bites at his neck in encouragement, 
so Percy keeps going, getting used to the feeling. It’s still too slow and 
loose to be more than a tease, until his mind stops panicking and he's able to 
relax into it, figuring it's not so different from masturbating after all. So 
much for asking Piper for advice. He tries to remember how he likes it, 
tightening his grip and angling his wrist better, running his thumb along the 
underside and rubbing it over the tip. 


He has no illusions of this being anywhere near as good as the handjob 
Apollo gave him two days ago, but it's what he manages through his 
shaking limbs and overwhelmed mind. And it seems to be working if 
Apollo's sweet groans are any indication. It's hard to keep his focus when 
every brush of skin and every sound go straight to his dick, and eventually 
he starts squirming, losing focus. When Apollo's hand dives into his pajama 
pants and gropes him, Percy can do little more than moan and tangle his 
fingers in his hair, any attempt forgotten because of how close he already is, 
just from the experience. 


He’s starting to think women suck, honestly. 


"Are you a pillow princess?" Apollo mumbles, but he doesn't seem to be 
expecting an answer, since he just shoves Percy's pants out of the way and 
wraps his hand around both of them, making him gasp. It is really warm. 
"This'll do today." 


Percy's thinks he says something stupid along the lines of 'this'll do every 
day' but he's distracted by Apollo thrusting his hips into him, not even 
allowing him to breathe before the next one and the one after that— two 


more and, like he's suddenly fifteen again, Percy cums so hard that a few 
tears spring from his eyes, deaf to his own gasps of Apollo's name. He's just 
lucid enough to register Apollo shifting just so, allowing him to rub himself 
off on Percy's stomach. Feeling like he's having an astral projection 
experience, Percy's hand finds its way back to his dick to help him out, 
providing him a better surface to thrust against. 


Apollo cums and Percy gets to hear him whisper filthy things into his ear in 
Ancient Greek that have him blushing like he's never seen a porno in his 
life, only half of the words actually processing before he's done. They're 
enough to make Percy wonder if he can go another round, right away. His 
tingly limbs and twitching dick seem to think so. 


Apollo sighs. "That was nice." 


Percy tries not to sound offended or upset, but he probably fails. "Just 
nice?" 


"IT mean," Apollo hurries to meet Percy's eyes, and his sheepish smile turns 
soft the second they do. He brushes his hand over Percy's cheeks, wipes 
away a couple of tear tracks. "It wasn't exactly, ah— earthshaking, for me, 
but I really did enjoy it, and that you enjoyed it. It was very nice. Lovely for 
your first time touching a guy." 


"You're an asshole," Percy huffs, but it's hard to stay mad. Apollo has about 
four-thousand years of experience with this; Percy can't expect to be a 
prodigy at sex with men, and even if he was, he's sure even that wouldn't 
cut it for a god. It makes him nervous. "I, well, I guess I want you to get as 
much as I'm getting out of this, so—" 


"Oh," Apollo blinks, and suddenly he looks a little awkward as well, just 
shy of bashful, in the way he smiles. Percy doesn't know if he's imagining 
it, or if he's actually blushing. Either way he loves it. "Percy, I assure you 
I'm enjoying myself plenty. I'm not exactly a selfish lover... your pleasure 
is my pleasure, and stuff." 


"Great," Percy snorts to hide how much relief that brings him, changing the 
subject. "What's a pillow princess?" 


Apollo starts laughing, and like he can't help himself, kisses the confusion 
out of Percy, diving his tongue in but, unlike usual, doesn’t pull back as a 
tease— it's a deeper kiss than he's given him until now, and harder to keep 
up with, brimming with skill Percy simply doesn't have but that makes his 
toes curl all the same. He’s definitely getting hard again, and they haven’t 
even cleaned up the mess between their bodies, but he doesn’t mind it at all. 


Percy feels a different kind of bravery than usual when he bites at Apollo’s 
bottom lip, hard, and sucks it into his mouth, his eyes half-closed— only to 
be pushed by the shoulders and held there, breathing hard. 


“That,” Apollo says, a flush high on his cheekbones. “Is very hot, and 
makes me want to do all sorts of dirty things to you. But you need sleep.” 


Percy blinks slowly at him, but his disappointment is more evident than he 
thinks. “Oh. Er. Sure.” 


Apollo tilts his head, licking his lips, and Percy can tell he has an idea, 
because his eyes light up. “Alright, baby, how about you let me have a little 
fun with you, and then we call it a night?” 


“You don’t have to...” Percy tries to protest, but Apollo is already shifting, 
sliding down the bed but keeping himself between his legs until his head is 
level with his navel. Making eye contact, Apollo licks his skin upwards, 
from the top of his belly button to the middle of his chest, an eyebrow 
raised, and something in Percy’s brain shuts off. He can only let out a 
whine. “Apollo...” 


There’s no response, other than Apollo taking a playful bite of his skin, 
right over his ribs, making Percy expel an audible hiss. His body tenses 
back up and his back attempts to arch up, but Apollo’s weight keeps him 
down. The ministrations continue, Apollo’s mouth tracing a path of hickies 
up his chest until he reaches his nipples, too, and this is new as well— this 
has Percy’s skin breaking out in goosebumps and his one hand coming up to 
cover his mouth, while the other tangles itself in Apollo’s hair. 


Yeah, he’s not letting Apollo escape this situation now, so he attempts to 
close his legs against his sides, urging him up, but Apollo just grips his 


thighs and guides them open again, chuckling, looking up to meet his eyes 
again. 


“Do you like this better?” He asks, and Percy wonders if he’s cheating with 
god magic somehow because his voice is criminal. Illegal in at least forty 
States and a few countries. He’s suddenly even more glad he didn’t attend 
his concert years ago; Percy would have probably had a gay crisis right 
there and then, in front of Grover, if he had. 


“Yes,” Percy breathes out, because, yeah— yeah, this is better than just 
making out and then uh, rubbing swords. He’s never been the subject of 
foreplay of this nature before. “I, uh, don’t get why it’s fun for you, but I’m 
not complaining” 


“You'll realize when I train you out of your gag reflex.” Percy almost 
chokes on his tongue at that, an exclamation of ‘what!’ trying and failing to 
escape his lips, but Apollo goes back to business as if nothing happened. He 
wraps his fist around Percy’s cock, pumping once and earming a 
considerably loud moan, before scooting even further down his body and, 
without hesitation, licking the tip. 


So, Percy Jackson was not ready to see Apollo, god of a fuckton of things 
he can’t remember right now, force eye contact with him as he wrapped 
those perfectly sculpted pink lips around the head of his cock, looking like 
he’s enjoying every second of it. His mouth drops open, a vague, even 
louder sound slipping free and unfiltered, and he has to close his eyes, 
throw his head to the side and give out a full-body shiver, because looking 
at Apollo is way too much. 


Apollo sucks once, and Percy’s body tenses up like a bow before he's taking 
the heat of his mouth away, moving his hand in steady pumps and dipping 
his head to bite at his thigh; a bite so deep that the slight jolt of pain makes 
his dick throb and more precum profusely leak out of the tip, only to get 
immediately spread over his length as Apollo rubs his palm over that mess. 


“Gods,” Apollo breathes out, a tone of disbelief in his voice. “You can’t get 
more beautiful than this, can you?” 


Percy’s unable to answer with anything other than a whimper. Apollo licks 
his base and Percy bites his lip, and the rest after that is mostly lost to him. 
He doesn’t know how long Apollo keeps teasing him with the temptation of 
his mouth, but he is aware of his own babbling, begging for him to do 
something, constant and rather loud. By the time Apollo actually takes him 
into his mouth—and he really takes him, all the way, in a fluid motion that 
almost has Percy cumming right there and then—Percy can’t really tell up 
from right, nor is he sure of what to do with himself anymore, other than 
take it. Apollo’s gentle sucks and licks drive him over the edge so 
effectively that he collapses, boneless, when he’s done, his body giving out 
against the bed from the sudden release of tension. 


Apollo’s coming up almost instantly to kiss him, and Percy opens himself 
up to it with a moan, desperate, his whole body lighting back up 
immediately. He doesn’t care to analyze the taste on Apollo’s lips, nor does 
he care where they just were; he just pulls him in and kisses back as 
ferociously as he knows how to. 


“Good?” Apollo asks him, trailing burning-hot kisses down his neck, and 
Percy has an almost violent urge to shake him. Good? GOOD?! “Percy—” 


“Shut the fuck up,” Percy snaps, kisses him again until he can’t breath. He’s 
panting by the time Apollo pulls back, looking down at him with bright 
eyes and an even brighter smile. “That was fucking amazing. That’s— how 
the fuck?” 


“Practice,” Apollo chuckles, nuzzles his nose. “A lot of it.” 
“Fuck,” Percy shivers just thinking about it. “Best fucking blowjob ever.” 


“Ever?” Apollo looks cocky, eyes wrinkling at the corners with laughter. 
Percy can tell what he’s thinking of, measuring himself up against Percy’s 
lackluster experience, and he’d be mad about it if he didn’t feel like sitting 
on Apollo's face. “Ever, ever?” 


“Don’t push it,” Percy rolls his eyes, but they both know it’s true. He pulls 
at Apollo’s hair, feeling the softness of his curls, absent-mindedly sighing 
as his eyes roam over the light, almost indistinguishable dusting of sun- 


induced freckles on his nose. He barely notices himself speaking. “You’re 
too pretty.” 


Apollo tilts his head, taking Percy’s free hand and kissing his knuckles, one 
by one, eyelids low as he seems to think about that. He meets his eyes 
through his eyelashes. “I am, aren’t I?” 


Percy groans and looks away from him, burying his head in his pillow as 
Apollo laughs, pressing a kiss under his ear. “Ugh, I want you to leave my 
bed now. You’ve ruined it, thanks.” 


“No need to be cruel,” Apollo kisses down his jaw to his chin, biting 
playfully at the corner of his lips before pressing a butterfly-light kiss 
against them. A part of Percy is very, very interested in following that line 
of interaction, but his body protests the thought, too spent to move, craving 
the rest he hasn’t gotten over the last couple days. “Hm, that demigod 
stamina...” 


“Wha?” Percy sighs. “Whatever. Turn off the lights.” 


The room goes dark, so Percy closes his eyes. He refuses to move, too 
comfortable under Apollo’s weight and warmth, but Apollo shifts him 
against his will; he makes Percy lay on his side as he spoons him from 
behind, pressing a hot kiss to his shoulders. He barely notices how there 
aren't any leftovers of their activities on them anymore. 


“You’re awfully indulgent like this,” Apollo whispers, chin tucked over 
Percy’s shoulder. “I like it.” 


“..you like a lotta stuff,” Percy points out, though it’s mostly mumbles. 
“I’m just the newest.” 


There’s a pause in which Percy starts to drift off, but then Apollo shifts 
closer, pressing their bodies together as much as possible. He speaks into 
his ear. “You’re a keeper, if you ask me.” 


Percy doesn’t really have the brain power to process that, but it sounds nice. 
“Neat.” 


“What are you doing tomorrow?” 


“Blankets don’ talk, y know?” Percy protests, and Apollo rewards him with 
a kiss to his neck, another few to his shoulders. “Christmas shopping... you 
coming, yeah?” 


“Yes,” Apollo agrees, then starts humming. It’s not any song he knows, but 
something about it makes him feel lighter, drops him deeper into a perfect 
dream state. It makes him think of when he was little and his mom would 
sing lullabies to him, half out of her mind with exhaustion but never leaving 
him alone. It brings the taste of her cookies to mind. 


He doesn’t resist. “Sleep well, Percy.” 


Three hours into Percy’s sleep, Apollo is disturbed from his happy place by 
his dear, lovely, wonderful, creative, beautiful, incredible, divine, unique, 
intelligent— 


“Stop with the adjectives!” 
...Pythian Oracle. 


“Rachel, darling—” Apollo tries, but Rachel turns her head towards him, 
shooting him a vicious glare that would make Python think twice about 
biting her. Her hair is done up in a messy bun, paint is splattered all over 
her face, and she’s sitting on the floor of her one-bedroom penthouse, 
surrounded by easels and canvases. “There’s no need to be this dramatic—” 


“Oh, so now I’m dramatic? Says the one that invented dramatics!” Rachel 
stands up, starting to cross the room towards him with a paintbrush in her 
hand. Apollo knew Rachel wanted a normal college student apartment— 
which in New York means, with luck, a closet—but her father had already 
had enough with her transferring to NYU, so this penthouse was a 
compromise. But it means there’s no window he can open to escape her 
wrath. “Percy Jackson!” 


“I know!” Apollo steps back, circling the room, holding his hands out in an 
appeasing gesture. She throws her brush at him, forcing him to duck behind 
a couch. He peeks his head out to look at her. “I know! I didn’t expect it 
either!” 


“What do you mean you didn’t expect it? He’s your type!” Rachel crosses 
her arms with a scoff. “He’s everyone’s type!” 


“What was I supposed to do? Let him suffer?” Apollo demands, trying to 
turn the argument in his favor, but Rachel raises an eyebrow at him that 
says she is not swayed by his compassion. “Did you know you’ve always 
been my favorite—?” 


“1 will poke your eyes out,” Rachel turns around and walks in circles 
around the room, thinking. If he had to guess, she’s probably considering 
whether she’s going to kill him by stabbing, or choking. “It’s too early for 
this.” 


“You’re the one who called,” Apollo points out, and gets another glare. He 
winces. “I was busy.” 


“Oh, I’m sure, since Lady Artemis stopped by—” 
“She did what—” 


“and told me that, as far as she knew, you went straight from the party 
back to Percy’s place, like I haven’t been calling you ever since I found 
out!” Rachel finallys throws herself into a couch, staring at her ceiling like 
it might give her answers. When it doesn’t, she frowns. “You’re probably 
with him right now!” 


“No comment.” 


This one gets him a couch cushion to the face. Rachel was clearly meant to 
be his Oracle, considering how good she is at aiming. 


“This is just...” Rachel sighs, crossing her arms. “I mean, don’t get me 
wrong, it’s fucking hilarious—” 


“Oh, so now it’s funny—” 


“—_but I don’t know if I support it,” Rachel shakes her head, turning on the 
couch to lay on her side and look at Apollo. “I support whatever Percy 
does, but I’m not going to sit here and not give you enough warnings to 
make toxic waste seem silly. I would risk getting cursed for him.” 


There’s a lot of implications to that that Apollo doesn’t care to examine 
right now, but the message is clear: if he touches or looks at Percy wrong, 
he’s probably going to lose a lot of admirers and friends, his Oracle among 
them. 


“I know,” Apollo whines, and crawls his way to the bean bag next to the 
couch he was hiding behind. “Oh, Rachel, I know, and I don’t want that for 
him either. No, I would rather have his rejection and go off by myself to 
heal my wounds.” 


“You could have said no.” Rachel says, but her tone implies that she already 
understands why he didn’t. How do you say no to Percy Jackson? “Or, I 
don’t know, convince him...” 


“He does what he wants,” Apollo runs a hand through his hair, and focuses 
for a second on his other Self, counting Percy’s heartbeats and moles 
instead of sleeping away the hours, bodies tangled together. His voice is 
shaky when he speaks again. “I want him, too, Rachel.” 


Rachel makes eye contact with him, those green eyes of hers guarded and 
calculative. She’s measuring him again, the way she’s done before— 
Rachel judges people first thing, cares about them second, sometimes. 
Typical New Yorker. Apollo wouldn’t have her any other way, because it 
does wonders for their relationship. 


Her gaze softens. “I’ve read enough about you to know why you’d hurt 
yourself like this, you hopeless romantic. I think Lady Artemis thought I 
could dissuade you, that she’s worried about you... and I guess I am a little 
bit, too. You’re not that bad, I said it to Percy myself.” 


“Thanks,” Apollo smiles, sheepish, and Rachel rolls her eyes. 


“But that just means I’m acknowledging that both of you are people capable 
of making the decisions you think are best,” Rachel winces. “Or, maybe the 
ones that might turn out best, considering both of you are absolute idiots—” 


“You’re getting violent again.” 


“T digress.” Rachel waves her hand, dismissive, and then points at some of 
the blank canvases she buys in bulk. “If I get a vision about you two, I’m 
bleaching my eyes. And my brain. And hiring a hitman to get you.” 


“Lovely,” Apollo nods, but there’s relief settling over him. He doesn’t know 
what he’d do if Rachel started hating him because of his dumb, dumb heart. 
“You really are my favorite, you know?” 


The corner of Rachel’s mouth twitches with satisfaction, but she manages to 
keep down her smile. “You’re lucky Herophile doesn’t care.” 


“T’m lucky you care,” Apollo winks, fluttering his eyelashes, and Rachel 
throws her head back with a laugh. 


“Oh, gods, Percy’s more jealous than you’d think, so please don’t pin that 
on me.” Rachel sits up, and looks at him in silence for a few beats before 
frowning. “Just make him happy, will you? For as long as you can. That’s 
all we want for him.” 


Back in Berkeley, Apollo traces Percy’s lips with a finger, smiling at how 
his nose scrunches up in his sleep. In New York, he looks out the windows, 
admiring the skyline, the Empire State in the distance more daunting than 
it’s been in a while. He doesn’t think Poseidon will be nearly as forgiving at 
the solstice. 


He offers Rachel a smile. “I’ll try my best.” 


16. Chapter 16 


Notes for the Chapter: 
i guess this is a lil earlier than usual. time wise. it's still saturday. 
things are getting a little more serious again :) 
please enjoy and look forwards to next week! 

Percy spends the entire morning wondering if this is a date. 


Apollo woke him up at around nine a.m, dressed in sweats and a tank top 
that Percy doesn’t own, his hair smelling of flowers and his skin cooler than 
usual, as if he was just in the shower. He offered Percy a cup of coffee 
while he was still in bed, and asked him what else he wanted for breakfast 
as he sat at the foot of it, claiming he’ll get it for him. 


He cooks instead. Apollo helps him, by which he means he does the dishes 
because Percy doesn’t know whether he should trust him with a knife yet or 
not. It’s nice. 


“T meant to ask,” Apollo says, as Percy puts some bread slices in his toaster. 
Subtly, he tries to open a Pop Tart to put it inside as well, but Apollo notices 
and reaches over, taking the package away. Fuck. “What’s your major?” 


Percy blinks. “You know my grades, but not my major?” 


“To be honest, Percy, I don’t think Poseidon’s known you major ever since 
you changed it,” Apollo shrugs, and maybe Percy should be mad or 
disappointed by that, but he did keep that detail a secret for a semester and a 
half, so he can’t blame his dad. It surprises him more that Apollo cares to 
know. “So, what is it?” 


Percy steals back his Pop Tart and starts another coffee pot. Apollo had 
made exactly one cup, somehow, and he’s starting to feel the feeding 
manners his mom instilled in him rise up to the surface. He puts some more 


bread in the toaster for Apollo, and if he doesn’t eat it, Percy will shove it 
down his throat. 


“I’m pre-med,” he says, not looking at Apollo and turning his back to him 
to look in his fridge and grab three eggs. Last night made him hungry. “It’s 
fucking hard, but I like it. Will’s helped a lot. I’m still trying to figure out 
what I?ll do after that— you know, what kind of med school I’m getting 
into and stuff.” 


“Oh,” Apollo lets out, and Percy turns his head towards him, only to find 
him staring. His eyes are wide. “That’s— that’s nice. Very nice. I had no 
clue, uh. That... that’s my domain, you know...” 


Percy stares back at him, looks him up and down, and snorts. “Did that just 
make you like me more?” 


Apollo scoffs, but the way he breaks eye contact says a lot. “Uh, nope. Not 
at all. I just— you know, I have a type—” 


Percy bursts out laughing and shakes his head, going about finishing with 
his breakfast. Apollo watches him cook like he can’t believe he’s real, and 
he’d be lying if he said it didn’t make him hot in the ears. He asks more 
about why Percy decided to change his major, and he’s way too happy to 
explain. 


“J just kinda picked what Annabeth suggested,” he shrugs, and serves 
Apollo his plate. He stares at his scrambled eggs with toast and a Pop Tart 
like he just handed him a weapon, but obediently picks up the offered fork 
when Percy raises an eyebrow at him. “You remember when you stopped by 
after I moved, right? I hadn’t picked my major yet.” 


“T do,” Apollo takes a mouthful of eggs, nodding appreciatively. Percy 
watches him closely until he swallows, satisfied with himself, and only then 
does he sit down next to him, their shoulders brushing because Percy’s 
kitchen doesn’t have an island, as much as it has a tiny bar for two people, 
and they’re both too tall to sit together. Neither of them mention it. “To be 
honest, I hadn’t considered it back then, but now it seems like that was a... 
rushed decision.” 


“Well, you know,” Percy takes a big bite out of his toast, not putting butter 
on it. Apollo, none-too-subtly, pushes the butter towards him in retaliation. 
Percy keeps eye contact as he grabs a knife to spread some over the rest of 
his toast, and the corner of Apollo’s mouth twitches. Gods, they’re... is 
today a date? Seems like it. Maybe he should treat it like one. “Back then 
all I did was make rushed decisions. I thought it would help the trauma, 
and, you know, being so busy with school and moving did distract me for a 
while. The problems came after.” 


“T see,” Apollo hums, and Percy meets his gaze. They hold each other for a 
few seconds, until Percy looks away. Apollo’s eyes... 


“You see too much,” Percy sighs, taking a long, long gulp of his coffee. “It 
doesn’t go with the dumb blond brand you got going.” 


“Oh, darling,” Apollo mumbles, chuckling under his breath, lips against his 
coffee mug. His knee makes contact with Percy’s, under the bar, and 
memories of the blowjob he got last night assault him like a flashback. He’s 
not sure what’s to blame—Apollo, for being a flirty tease, or himself for 
losing his mind—but either way, he has to hold back a grin. “You know you 
don’t like dumb blonds.” 


He’s right, of course, and the glare of the sunlight filtering through the 
windows hitting his sandy curls only mocks him. “Whatever you say, 
Fabio.” 


Never let it be said he’s undecided, Apollo thinks. 


Percy marches right into the mall bookstore, pulling him along, without 
looking at anyone else for even a second or stopping to appreciate all the 
Christmas decorations around them. It’s painfully easy to tell that the last 
thing he wants is to be out in public from how tight his grip on Apollo’s 
wrist is. 


At least the rest of Berkeley isn’t anywhere near as cold as New Rome and 
its surrounding areas are, so Percy is comfortable in one layer only: a grey 
hoodie that is definitely a crop top but Percy refused to acknowledge as 


such when Apollo saw him in it, and high-rise jeans that are lacking an 
alarming amount of fabric. As in, there are no pockets. He can see the skin 
of Percy’s sides, which includes most of his waist. His belly button is 
hidden, at least, but it does nothing to stop Apollo’s heart palpitations. 


He looks unfairly attractive. 


But that’s not what he’s agonizing over the most, this time. Oh no, Apollo is 
having difficulty looking away from the piercing in the shape of an arrow 
going through the cartilage of Percy’s left ear, claiming his gaze as if to 
remind him that he’s hanging out with the prettiest boy—other than himself 
—that he’s ever laid his eyes on— 


Wait. That’s way too of high praise, though, isn’t it? Apollo sneaks another 
look at Percy, perusing shelves with a tiny frown, lips pressed in a pout, 
focused sea-green eyes... ah, nevermind. It’s accurate. He wants to lick 
him. 


“Should I get her a book on the history of Scrabble?” Percy asks, returning 
Apollo to the present. “Though, maybe she already owns it.” 


“Athena likes reading about languages,” Apollo suggests, and finally 
manages to wrestle his wrist from Percy’s hold, only to wrap that arm 
around his shoulders. “Tried to make us learn Portuguese ... have you 
thought about foreign architecture?” 


“T try not to think about architecture at all,” Percy’s frown deepens. “That 
sounds about right. Maybe there’s a collection somewhere around here.” 


“Get her the Scrabble book just in case.” 


“And a knitting manual,” Percy nods, already turning to walk to another 
shelf. “She’s been trying to learn for ages. Thinks her crafting skills as a 
child of Athena will eventually pop up.” 


“Tf they aren't already there, then not without a blessing from me or her 
mom,” Apollo raises an eyebrow as they walk past the erotica section, but 


Percy doesn’t notice. “Or another minor god— eh, do you mind if I catch 
up with you in a minute? I need to look at something.” 


Percy frowns, hesitating. He seems to hold himself back from grabbing his 
wrist again, from the way his hand spasms towards him before retreating. 
“Sure.” 


Now, this is not the Saturnalia gift he had planned, but it'll do for a laugh, 
and hopefully soften the blow of what he's actually planning to give Percy. 
Trash erotica is a safe bet in his mind, and he doesn't doubt Percy thinks the 
same. They'll look good on his bookshelf. 


Apollo goes to the cash register all the way at the other side of the 
bookstore in order to avoid Percy finding out, and flashes the books away 
when he's done before returning to him. Hopefully, he won't get the books 
thrown back in his face in a few days. 


He finds Percy bent over, hoodie riding up and showing a lot of the skin of 
his back, trying to look at some books at the bottom of a shelf. Apollo 
openly whistles at him, which makes Percy snap himself upwards and turn, 
murderous expression on his face until he realizes it’s him. 


The glare turns into a pout. "Don't do that." 


"Alright," Apollo approaches him, and, trying not to think too hard about it, 
wraps one arm around his waist, brings the other up to his chin. Lays a kiss 
on his lips, and ignores the fluttering of his heart as Percy presses himself a 
little closer before breaking the kiss. "Sorry." 


Percy blinks up at him, cheeks red. "Maybe you can do it once or twice." 
Apollo laughs and kisses the corner of Percy's mouth. "Glad to know." 


After that, Apollo drags Percy into a jewelry store, under the pretense of 
wanting to find something for Aphrodite—as if, the old hag is barely 
getting a fruit basket this year as payback for the lame poncho she got him 
last Saturnalia—but in reality he just wants to find something for Hazel 
Levesque, and maybe eye a few earring ideas for Percy, now that he knows 


he pierced his ears. He has already picked out gifts for the rest of what's left 
of the Seven, as well as for his mother and sister and even Hermes is getting 
something this year. He always keeps which gift is for whom a secret from 
everyone, as his own version of sadistic satisfaction. 


He likes being prepared, but he doesn't think Poseidon will appreciate the 
new magic fishing pole this time around. 


In the end, Apollo finds a lovely set of gold rings that would look lovely on 
Hazel while she barks orders around the legion, which makes him stare at 
Percy's hand, with his badly manicured and painted nails, the ring on the 
middle finger of his left hand. He really dressed up today, which gives 
Apollo pause, looking up at the earrings he's wearing, glancing again at the 
rather bold cut of those jeans. 


Oh, shit. "Perseus Jackson." 


Percy freezes from where he's looking at hairpins, glances cautiously at him 
out of the corner of his eye, biting those tempting lips of his. "Uh, that 
doesn't sound good." 


"Is this a date?" Apollo asks, trying to keep his tone under control. Panic is 
running through his veins, and it only grows when Percy's face turns cherry 
red. He doesn't answer, so Apollo continues. "Percy, light of my life, I did 
not dress for a date. I should've been given a warning—" 


"T think you look good," Percy mumbles, looking him up and down. Apollo 
notices the way his eyelids flutter, how his teeth sink deeper on his lip. Oh, 
Hades, Percy will be the death of him. "You look... comfortable. And 
practical. I'm cold." 


Apollo still thinks the blue sweater over the polo shirt tucked into his jeans 
is entirely too casual, especially when Percy looks like he's asking to be 
whisked away into paradise, but he guesses Percy probably likes the nerdish 
look at least a little. He did date a daughter of Athena after all. But he'll 
have to digress. 


"You should've said so sooner," Apollo protests, and walks over to run a 
hand over his back, bringing it up until he can trace his ear with a finger, 
digging the pad of it into the arrow point. "Where did you get this?" 


"A gift from Will," Percy blushes even harder, and Apollo bites back a 
smile. "I never thought I'd use it, to be fair." 


"Ah, so I get the honor of, while on a date I wasn't aware I was on, being 
teased by you flaunting one of my sacred symbols?" Apollo's voice darkens, 
and he flicks Percy's ear, watching him swallow. "You know, I'm a very 
possessive person. I like this. Next time, you'll tell me we're going out on a 
date, won't you, Percy?" 


Percy's mouth drops open. He sounds breathless, his eyes wide. His face 
remains as red as one of his sacred cows. "I— yeah. And you're... you're 
okay with calling it a date? Between you and me?" 


Apollo thinks about that, wonders if it would make things too real— but he 
said he'd go along with whatever Percy wanted. He intends to stick to that. 


"Of course," he says, leaning into Percy's space. His lips brush his ear, and 
he can physically feel the full-body shiver Percy lets out. "Anything you 
want. I mean it. I'm following your footsteps." 


Percy looks up at him, stunned. "Oh." 


He's about to lean in to kiss him, but the store clerk comes back from 
sorting out the sizing on the gold rings and interrupts. It's probably for the 
best that she does, too, because Apollo doesn't think Percy would be big on 
public indecency. 


Since this is now officially a date, Apollo intertwines his fingers with 
Percy's, and drags him off to have ice cream. There's only an hour or so left 
before lunch time, but they both ignore that, sitting in a booth at the ice 
cream shop and pretending like their ankles aren't crossed under it, stealing 
glances at each other. Percy looks nervous, so Apollo decides to ask a 
question that he thinks will amuse them both. 


"Are you nervous because it's me or because I'm a guy?" Percy looks up 
from where he’s pulling nervously at the sleeve of Apollo’s sweater, licking 
ice cream off his top lip. “You’re adorable.” 


Percy’s cheeks go red again; Apollo’s still surprised by how shockingly 
easy it is to achieve that. “Thanks. I— well, I guess I haven’t been on a lot 
of dates. Other than with Annabeth, that is. Right. Yeah.” 


“T heard Hermes got you a trip to Paris once,” Apollo leans his elbows on 
the table, lowering his voice with a smile. “Did you ever top that?” 


“Gods, no,” Percy huffs out a laugh, shaking his head. “That was— well, 
the bar was set too high for a one-month anniversary, but at least it was fun. 
Annabeth eventually got used to picnics and I got used to coffee shop 
bookstores.” 


Apollo doesn’t know how to tell him he wants to take him back to Paris, 
and Rome, Madrid, Sparta, every big and small island and country he could 
dream of. But it’s harder to picture Percy on another world trip than it is to 
imagine him bundled up for the New York snow, cheeks rouged from the 
cold of an ice skating rink, fuzzy socks during quiet movie nights. 
Sunshine-filled summers, bathing and napping under the sun, alongside the 
blooming flowers of spring. 


Ah, but he might be getting a little ahead of himself. There’s no guarantee 
that they’ll make it to spring, but he’s already daydreaming. 


“This might surprise you, but I don’t expect you to take me to Paris, so you 
can forget about that,” Apollo says instead, keeping his thoughts to himself. 
Percy snorts, rolling his eyes, and licks a stripe of melted ice cream off his 
thumb. Apollo has to physically restrain himself from reaching out to do it 
himself. “I don’t like going out during winter anyways. I’d rather have 
summer days and beaches.” 


“You don’t?” Percy frowns, fingers pressing into Apollo’s open palm, 
where he hasn't stopped touching him. He’s having difficulty eating his own 
ice cream cone with all the small contact between them. He should have 
insisted they shared one instead. “Oh, well, I guess the sun...” 


“Yes, the cold months can be quite exhausting for me. It’s harder to heat up 
the sun chariot, and my sister hogs the sky like you wouldn’t believe,” 
Apollo rolls his eyes, delighting in Percy’s small laugh. “I usually retreat 
north— well, north of Greece. Scandinavia and such. Take a nap.” 


“You hibernate?” Percy asks, eyes widening, and Apollo can’t help the 
laugh he lets out, loud, unfiltered. Even he hears the musical edge of it, and 
Percy sighs like he can’t believe the sight before him. “Wow, you—” 


“I’m _ pretty,” Apollo agrees, and Percy groans, looking away with 
embarrassment. Apollo gives in to temptation and grabs his hand, brings his 
knuckles to his lips to press an unnecessarily obnoxious kiss against them. 
“And I wouldn’t call it hibernation, I’m not a bear— I’m just very lazy 
during winter, and Scandinavia is appropriately quiet. The culture is 
fascinating. I’ve met quite a lot of gods from other pantheons that way.” 


“T met an Egyptian goddess once,” Percy hums. “She possessed me.” 


Apollo almost drops his ice cream on the table. “Oh, I’m going to pretend I 
didn't hear that, sweetheart. Not something I want to bring up to Athena and 
your lord father over the solstice. Politics bullshit that ’m refusing to deal 
with.” 


Percy blinks at him with an air of confusion around him. Apollo can 
practically see the question marks. “Politics?” 


“There are agreements,” Apollo nods, and then pats Percy’s hand. “That I 
would get in trouble for explaining to the most problematic demigod of the 
last two millenia, give or take.” 


“Surely World War II was more problematic than me,” Percy mumbles, and 
Apollo almost chokes on a bite of his ice cream cone. Percy’s finished his 
own now, and he’s looking at Apollo’s as if he’s considering stealing it from 
him. Apollo could be convinced with enough puppy eyes. “But anyways— 
is that why you said you probably wouldn’t be here on Christmas Eve?” 


“Part of it, yeah,” Apollo looks at Percy, notices the slight clench of his jaw, 
how he swallows. “I’m probably going to change my mind, though. Might 


at least stop by to say hi. Pay you a visit.” 


Percy is very obviously trying not to smile at that, his whole body visibly 
relaxing, but Apollo can’t call him out without admitting how much of a 
lovesick idiot he is for having changed his plans in under ten seconds for 
him. Small compromises like these are sometimes necessary. 


Too honest, though, Percy doesn’t get the memo that he’s trying to save 
them both some dignity, looking at Apollo with those pretty eyes of his, full 
of mischief. “Really? Just for me?” What a terror. 


“Yes,” Apollo admits, because there’s no use to claiming otherwise. “Just 
for you, you menace. It’s not like I’d think of anything else but you 
anyways. Fuck Norway.” 


Apollo decides there’s nothing more terrifying than a smug Percy Jackson. 
He looks like a true troublemaker with a smirk, and disarmingly beautiful. 
“T’ll still have you to keep me warm, then.” 


“T hope you like having sunburns in the middle of winter, brat.” Apollo 
snorts, but Percy just bites his lip and shrugs. He’s... gods, the sea is 
dangerous. He can’t believe he’s willingly drowning. 


“T’ll make it worth your while.” Percy says, looking at him from under his 
eyelashes. Oh. Oh. “We should get back. I’ll cook lunch.” 


Well. Holy shit. His ice cream is melted. “Alright, then.” 


He's proven wrong about Percy possibly having qualms about public 
indecency the second they get back to the car, Percy behind the wheel and 
Apollo riding shotgun, when, without turning on the Prius, Percy grabs a 
fistful of his sweater and pulls him in for a kiss. He’s eager about it, too, 
getting as close as possible and scraping his teeth over Apollo’s bottom lip; 
within moments, Apollo grabs him and helps him maneuver to sit himself 
over his lap, almost hitting his head on the ceiling twice before they can 
settle. 


“Oh, wow,” Apollo murmurs, hands immediately going under Percy’s 
hoodie and provoking goosebumps. He's surprisingly cool to the touch. “Is 
this a reward for something or—?” 


“You did give me a great orgasm last night,” Percy points out then kisses 
him again, hands around his neck. Apollo squeezes his sides once, then 
trails his hands up to Percy’s nipples, playfully pinching one just to see him 
jump. “Two, actually— aahh, your hands are kinda hot.” 


“And you’re cold despite the weather,” Apollo chuckles, heats his hands a 
little more. Tension bleeds from Percy’s body, and then they get a little lost 
in each other, lips meeting without pause and making them forget that 
they’re in a public parking lot. 


It gets heavier the longer it goes on, until Percy’s noticeably tense again 
because of reasons other than the cold, and Apollo should put a stop to it, 
because it is lunchtime during the Christmas season at a mall, but it is so, 
so hard— Percy eventually breaks away to take a gulp of air, having ran out 
of oxygen, and he looks at Apollo with chewed red lips and bright eyes, 
charged with energy. 


“Um, could you finger me tonight?” 


Oh. Oh, Hades. What? Is— did Apollo just die? Is this Elysium? Has the 
last four years been an elaborate illusion and he was slain by Python? If so, 
where are the Muses in harmony? Why are they in a parking lot? Why isn’t 
Percy naked already? 


“Uh,” Percy taps a finger over his lips. Apollo resists the urge to bite it. 
“Did I break you?” 


“Yes,” Apollo wheezes out, nodding. Percy raises his eyebrows at him, but 
Apollo has to process for a few more seconds before finally feeling like he’s 
alive again. Alright, this is reality. Yeah. Sure. He can work with this, 
probably. “Oh, gods, did you just ask me to finger you?” 


“Yeah, uh— are you going to cry?” 


“No,” Apollo sniffles, just in case, but he is feeling quite delicate. Maybe he 
is going to cry. “Percy, you’re going to kill me if you just say things like 
that.” 


Percy has the nerve to look embarrassed. “It just... slipped out? Sorry? I— 
you look really happy and overwhelmed right now, I’m not sure if I should 
apologize.” 


“Never apologize for that, gods of Olympus,” Apollo leans in and steals a 
kiss from Percy, feeling him squirm in his lap when Apollo pulls him closer. 
Oh, dear. “Fuck, I have to be responsible.” 


“T don’t like the sound of that,” Percy whines, and, like an absolute menace, 
rocks his hips into his, punching the air out of his lungs. “This, though...” 


“T just think,” Apollo starts, licking his lips. He closes his eyes, leaning his 
forehead on Percy’s collarbone. “That if I do that, I’m going to be unable to 
restrain myself from chaining you to your bed for at least a week, and I 
don’t want to be mean to you.” 


“T hope there’s a yet after that sentence,” Percy presses his lips against his 
ear, lowering his voice to a whisper, and Apollo is really going to die today. 
“You can be a little mean to me right now, though.” 


Apollo laughs. “Where’s this confidence when I give you compliments, 
sunshine?” 


“Up my ass,” Percy shrugs, and Apollo holds back a giggle, pressing his 
smile against Percy’s neck. “You should get it out yourself.” 


“T will,” Apollo takes a bite of his neck, sucking the skin and then laying a 
kiss that he knows is too hot over it, and Percy’s heartbeat goes insane. He 
allows his voice to lower again, to something darker. “I’ll make you sing 
until you have no voice left if that’s what you want, but be patient. Do we 
agree?” 


Percy takes a deep breath, but it does nothing to relieve the tension of his 
body, nor calm his heartbeat. If anything, it only seems to shorten his breath 


even more. “If you keep talking to me like that... yeah, I guess so.” 


Someone should call the Moirai to check if they’re doing alright, because it 
seems like Apollo finally hit the jackpot. 


Percy hasn’t cooked such an elaborate meal in ages. Sure, it’s not like he 
eats trash—like Sally Jackson would have let him leave New York without 
a cookbook—but he doesn’t usually put in this much effort when it’s just 
him. 


Cooking for a god, though, Percy didn’t think there would be a way to feel 
even more anxious than usual. Yet here he is, nervously assembling tapas 
while he keeps an eye on his steaming tamales. He’s just grateful Apollo 
doesn’t seem to know shit about cooking, or at least not enough to judge 
him— no, Apollo is too busy taste testing what Percy shoves into his mouth 
(and ogling his ass) to notice Percy’s sweating out his jitters. 


“T honestly didn’t expect all the Hispanic food,” Apollo comments, leaning 
against the kitchen door frame. His eyes are transfixed on Percy’s hands, 
watching him work in fascination. It has almost made him cut his own 
fingers a few times. “Or the booty shorts, but I’m not complaining.” 


“They’re comfortable,” Percy protests, but his thought process while 
putting them on had been keeping Apollo’s eyes on them. And, judging by 
his indulgent smile, he’s well-aware of that. “These are all mom’s recipes so 
you better like them.” 


“It smells amazing,” Apollo sighs, a bit dreamy. “Haven’t had Hispanic 
food in ages.” 


“Well, a good chunk of mom’s cooking—and my cooking, I guess—is 
Hispanic,” Percy rolls his shoulders, trying to relieve some tension, and 
unnecessarily wipes his hands on his apron out of habit. “I only found out 
why shortly before Estelle was born. My grandma was the daughter of 
immigrants. We don’t know exactly from where, but all my mom has left of 
her family are the recipes.” 


“Tt’s wonderful that she taught you,” Apollo approaches him, pressing a 
hand against his shoulder blades and digging in exactly where a knot is 
located. Percy winces, but he doesn’t shoo him away. Gods, he wants those 
hands on him. “I’m guessing you don’t really speak any Spanish.” 


Percy feels his face reddening. “I mean, I can understand it. Kind of. Mostly 
because I’ve been taking it as my language elective. My last name is still 
very much white, so there’s that. Mom is a lot better at it." 


“T speak a little, you know,” Apollo chuckles, and Percy elbows him. “Want 
me to show you?” 


“Gods, no,” Percy shakes his head, biting his lip. “You’re going to say 
something weird and I’m not going to be confident enough on it to call you 
out. Do not.” 


“As you wish,” Apollo says, and then palms his ass— only to slip two 
fingers underneath the lower hem of his shorts and pull it, letting it snap 
back onto his skin. Percy almost drops a tapa all over the floor. “Half your 
ass is hanging out. Are you even wearing underwear? Because I don’t feel 
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“You’ll find out soon enough.” Percy turns around, pushing a tapa into 
Apollo’s line of sight before he can say anything else. “Shut up and eat.” 


Apollo moans. "Fuck, that's good. I'm never eating at restaurants again. 
You're amazing, baby." 


Percy has to take a few minutes to cool off after that. Slipping into the 
bathroom and staring at his apparently permanently red face in the mirror, 
trying to figure out when, exactly, was it that his body decided to get turned 
on by the most unnecessary things ever. 


After that, he serves up their food and they sit together on the couch, 
watching true-crime TV shows. Apollo goes to take a bite of his food, but 
Percy convinces him to put hot sauce on it first. It takes a moment to kick 
in, during which Apollo stares calmly at the TV screen. 


Then he chokes and wheezes out a cough. "Holy red cows— eugh, I love 
Spice as much as the next guy but this is excessive." 


"T think it's fine," Percy shrugs, and just to prove it, pours more hot sauce 
over his food. Apollo, meanwhile, blinks tears out of his eyes, staring at 
Percy taking a mouthful of tamales. "Yeah, that's good." 


"You are a menace to society. Athena was right." Apollo shakes his head, 
and Percy chokes on his drink, the soda almost escaping through his nose. 
"Ah, karma!" 


Percy flicks a finger and Apollo's drink makes a dangerous sound. The 
smile immediately disappears from his lips. "I will spray you. Don't test 
me." 


"IT know you would," Apollo mumbles, shaking his head, and throws Percy 
this look— this smile, happy and disbelieving, like he can't quite 
comprehend how he got to something this good. It's overwhelming. "The 
food is good enough for a godly feast, though. Thank you." 


Percy's heart skips a beat. Right, Apollo is not the first person to drool over 
his meals. But this feels special. "Um, you're welcome." 


The afternoon develops into quietness after that, for the most part. Apollo 
praises his food like he was born to do so. Then does the dishes again, 
under Percy's watchful eye, by hand. No godly magic. The plates turn out 
so clean afterwards that Percy's impressed to the point of kissing him while 
he's taking off the rubber gloves he requested, pulling him in by his sweater. 


"You're full of surprises," Percy says, looking up at him and running a hand 
through his curls. They're soft and silky and perfectly bouncy, waves better 
than those of the ocean. It's distracting. 


"I don't think I'd win a housewife of the year award, but I agree that I'm 
amazing,” Apollo chuckles, landing a kiss on Percy's nose. "You should see 
Artemis doing the dishes." 


"She's bad at it?" 


"She just uses the dirty plates as target practice and then gets mom an 
identical set," Apollo pauses, raising an eyebrow at him. "And by mom I 
mean Leto, the titaness—" 


Percy rolls his eyes. "I know who your mom is—" 
"Great!" 


"—and I met your grandfather, too." Percy shrugs, and Apollo's smile turns 
into a frown. "In Tartarus. Pretty sure Tartarus yeeted him, but, you know, 
you have his smile." 


Apollo's frown deepens. "Should I be concerned about that?" 


"Don't worry," Percy grins at him, pulling at his hair to get him to lighten 
up. Maybe not the hottest thing to say during a date, like 'hey i met your evil 
grandfather in hell! awful dude! but that's what his brain gives him to work 
with. "You put the charm in it. I'm sure most of it is your mom, though, 
because Big Z doesn't have any. But I've never met her." 


"She's a lovely woman. The best mother— which, she is the titaness of 
motherhood, so there's that." Apollo tilts his head, squinting his eyes a little, 
looking at Percy in consideration. He sounds out his next words very 
carefully. "She'd love you, I think. Would probably want to meet you." 


Percy pretends his heartbeat and breathing are still normal. "Well, if she's 
half as good as my mom... I'd probably love her too. To meet her, I mean. 
Yeah." 


Apollo presses a kiss on his lips, long but innocent, eyes closed. It feels like 
he puts a lot of feelings into it, positive ones, and Percy feels very, very 
warm when he breaks away, giving him that same adoring look from 
before. 


It looks like he's thinking of introducing them, one day, but like he doesn't 
want to get ahead of himself yet. Percy swallows the need to tell him that 
he's in the same boat as him in regards to that. 


So, he clears his throat, and decides to change the subject. "Are you ready 
for the solstice?" 


"Oh, that," Apollo winces, and starts dragging Percy away to the couch. 
When they settle down, Apollo takes off his sweater to reveal a polo shirt 
that is criminally tight on him. It genuinely looks like it might cut off his 
breathing and his circulation, and Percy's tempted to peel it off him. "T'll be 
honest with you, Percy, your father terrifies me." 


Percy holds back a sigh. "I mean, I don't... will he really care?" 


"Neptune told me not to get comfortable with you," Apollo raises his 
eyebrows at him, and Percy shifts to sit a little closer to Apollo— only to 
get dragged into his lap. Go figure. "So, he knows about the rumors, at 
least. And he cares enough for his Roman aspect to be influenced, so the 
safe bet is yes, darling." 


"I don't know how to feel about that," Percy admits, staring at Apollo's 
pretty nose freckles, dragging a finger across them. Absent-mindedly, he 
traces ZG6e's constellation. "It's not his business." 


"You're part of the sea," Apollo says, his time surprisingly harsh. Not 
snapping at him, no, but leaving no room for argument. Percy meets his 
eyes, and finds a soft, conflicted gaze. "Demigods usually don't really get 
involved enough with gods for stuff like that to matter. You're the 
exception, as always. Poseidon vouched for you publicly, which is the same 
as Saying messing with you is messing with him." 


Percy doesn't manage to keep bitterness out of his tone. "Only when it's 
convenient for him, though." 


Apollo clenches his jaw, but he doesn't deny it. "My father says I'm his 
favorite son when he needs a prophecy or a new song about him and Hera 
for their anniversary. When he needs a package delivered faster, it's 
Hermes. New armor? Hephaestus. We all know Athena is the favorite, 
though. I understand he is not the only one like this." 


"It's not a god-thing," Percy sighs, getting his point. "It's a bad dad thing." 


"Your father tries, and cares," Apollo brings a hand up to his cheek, running 
his thumb over his lips, holding his chin higher. Green eyes meet blue, and 
Percy wonders if the ocean has ever met the sky like this before. "We can't 
take that away from him, even if... he's not that good at it. It's more than 
what most gods do— what most absent fathers in general do. He will 
protect you not only because you're the sea, Percy, but also because at the 
heart of it, he loves you. In his own... oddly blindsided way. He's proud of 
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you. 


"I know." Percy almost wishes it weren't true, but it is. He can't name 
anyone, aside from maybe Nico and Annabeth, that have had such a 
complicated, close but not-quite relationship with their godly parent, and 
even that isn't quite the same— they weren't born decades after a prophecy 
about them had been spoken. Their birth wasn't a wrongdoing. "Why does 
he have to give you shit about it, though?" 


"He's... well," Apollo pauses, looking a bit sheepish. Percy raises an 
eyebrow. "You see, his daughter Rhodes was married to Helios. There's a 
reason the Colossus of Rhodes was, well. In Rhodes. They worshipped 
Helios on the land named after her— or that gave her her name, either way 
is fine. Helios claimed her as a wife, and your father really liked Rhodes. 
Not quite his favorite, but she was up there with the ones he liked the 
most." 


Percy blinks. "What you're telling me is that he has a history with a sun god 
and he's weary." 


"Uh, sun gods," Apollo corrects, then points a finger at himself. Percy 
stares. "I've had... a couple relationships, with children of his— just a 
couple though!" 


"Oh, gods," Percy doesn't try to hide the horror in his voice. "Oh, you suck." 


"I know!" Apollo huffs out a laugh, running a hand through his hair. "Oh, 
he'll want to kill me. I don't... I don't think those relationships ended badly. 
But my track record is—" 


"Shitty," Percy nods, biting back a smile. Maybe he should be a little more 
worried about Apollo having been with some of his siblings ages ago, but 
then again... "I mean, I once made the mistake of Googling how many kids 
my dad had just based on myths. I guess it'd be kinda hard not to run across 
one randomly." 


Apollo's eyes widen. "I'm so sorry you looked that up—" 
"Yeah, me too—" 


"please, never look me up," Apollo begs, and Percy bursts out laughing. 
"Perseus, I'm serious. I already know what my reputation is, I don't need to 
give you more reasons to quit me." 


Percy shakes his head at him. His mouth hurts from how big his smile is. 
"Don't be silly. I wouldn't quit you... er, | mean, not over that. I've seen how 
many kids you have now, I don't think I need the reminder either." 


Apollo throws his head back against the couch, groaning. "This was the 
worst way this conversation could've gone." 


"Hey," Percy calls, being serious for a moment. "If my dad gives you 
trouble just... say what you need to say to get him off your back." 


Apollo stares at the ceiling, thinking. "Even if it means lying?" 


Percy closes his eyes, and ignores the way his heart throbs, just for a 
moment. "Yes. I'm not ready for him to freak out and... it's you and me. 
This is between us. He has no say, no matter what he thinks." 


Apollo looks at him, expression solemn, and Percy wonders if he's thinking 
what he's thinking— how they haven't put a name to this. How it's only 
been a couple days, but they're both too ready to dive headfirst, forgetting 
about dipping their toe in to check the temperature. 


He doesn't regret it. And he won't. He feels like Apollo feels that way, too, 
just from the way he holds his gaze. 


"Alright, baby," Apollo says, his voice as soft as an incoming sunrise, the 
colors of it washing away the tension in waves of calm. "Whatever you 
need. I don't feel ready for that, either, if that makes you feel any better." 


Percy leans in to tuck his head under Apollo's chin, letting this mutual 
feeling of understanding wash over them both, and closes his eyes. 


"It does," he whispers, and decides that tomorrow will go well. It has to. If 
it doesn't, well... Percy's never had an issue speaking his mind when it's 
walranted. 


Poseidon wants to be involved? 


Then he will be. 


17. Chapter 17 
Notes for the Chapter: 
enjoy the pain :) 


Apollo decided quite a while back that Olympus is highly overrated, but 
tonight is looking to be particularly dreadful. To be fair, it’s not the Camp 
Half-Blood kids’ fault that Apollo finds their visage so uninspiring, and 
neither is his family to blame for his foul mood— not yet, at least. No, it’s 
just difficult for either of these groups to one-up his previous afternoon with 
Percy Jackson. 


After lunch and their rather...interesting conversation about the inevitable 
resurgence of Poseidon’s parental instincts, they had a nap. Well, Percy had 
a nap, and Apollo watched him sleep like the creep he knows he is. Then 
Percy had woken up, taken one look at him, and crawled onto his lap with 
the full intention of ruining what’s left of Apollo’s defenses. 


“Are you sure you won’t finger me?” He’d asked him, panting against his 
neck as Apollo wrapped a hand around his cock. His lips had been red and 
raw, partly because of their heavy making out, and partly because of the 
way he kept biting them. Apollo had been half-tempted to stick a finger in 
his mouth instead, to keep him from hurting himself. “Like, sure, sure? 


“T could be convinced,” Apollo pressed another kiss over Percy’s shoulders 
and squeezed harder, closing his eyes at the way Percy’s hips rolled into his 
fist and holding back his own moan. His voice came out strained. “Yeah, I 
could definitely be convinced.” 


“How?” 
“After you figure that out yourself. You need to self-discover a little more.” 


Percy had, somehow, had it in him to pull back, look him in the eye, and 
say: “You’re fucking on.” 


Apollo had never been more terrified and turned on in his life, probably. It’s 
not hard to see why the prospect of facing eleven other nosy immortals— 
Hades is, so far, innocent, and thus not included—and an assortment of 
children is a mighty downgrade from yesterday. As it was, it was extremely 
hard not to stay the whole night, and linger during the day, but he didn’t 
want Percy to see his miserable face at both the fact that the winter solstice 
is an exhausting day for him, and that he'd be facing Poseidon. 


He's saved from his suffering before the meeting by two lovely, familiar 
faces. 


"Dad," Will gestures towards the children standing behind him, looking up 
at him in awe. Apollo flashes them a smile, and a kid almost seems to pass 
out from excitement. Looks like he still has it. "Everyone, this is my dad, 
Apollo. Dad, this is everyone." 


He gets a chorus of ‘hi’ and ‘wow’ and he's pretty sure someone goes ‘is that 
the Lester dude?’', to which he just smiles and waves again. Nico di Angelo 
stands at the back of the group, watching the children like a hawk, but he 
stops for a second to look at Apollo and shrug— his version of a casual 
wave, as far as he's aware. He's flattered. 


"It's good to see you," Will turns towards him, smiling. Apollo suppresses 
the urge to hug him to death, knowing that wouldn’t fly well with Zeus 
around, and Will is on duty. He can embarrass him later. “Where have you 
been all month? The kids were hoping for a sing-along like last year, and 
we got a lot of new campers.” 


Will shoots him a pointed look, and Apollo looks at the crowd of children 
again— ah, that one, with the curly dark hair and bright eyes, is his. Her 
name is Danielle, and if memory serves right, her mother is an African- 
American politician and lawyer. He’d been entranced by her public- 
speaking skills and general charm... and her theater career through college. 
Typical. 


He remembers claiming her this summer, since she was well over the age of 
thirteen; a late arrival to camp, but he isn’t sure if it’s because of her mother 
keeping her close, or if no satyr scented her out, since he did send her 


address to camp a long time ago. Apollo throws a smile and a wink her way, 
and she immediately brightens up, preening under the attention like his 
children tend to do. He’Il get her a birthday present next month, and try to 
spend some time with her over a campfire. 


Oh, if only it were this easy to remember with Georgina. But that’s a train 
that has left the station; Jo and Emmie don’t seem keen on making her go to 
camp either way. And he’d hate for her to be stuck in Hermes’ cabin, away 
from her family. Even if Rachel would be there to help her with her 
prophetic abilities. 


Apollo pushes those thoughts back and looks at Will, patting his back. “I 
was thinking of having a quieter year, this time, but I’ll definitely come 
around Christmas Eve for a song or two.” 


“Great,” Will turns towards Nico, who is trying to get all the demigods 
under his supervision to form a line— it’s not working out, and Apollo 
notices with a grin that he has a whistle around his neck. As they watch, he 
threatens to use it. Will sighs. “It’s his first time doing this and I think he 
took too many cues from Hedge.” 


“He does know you have a supersonic whistle, right?” Apollo asks, and 
Will snorts, nodding. From the amused twinkle in his eye, it’s clear that 
Nico had insisted. “Oh, dear. Remind me, when’s the wedding?” 


Will goes impressively red, and turns to look at him so fast that he almost 
elbows him. “Dad! What did I say about—” 


“—_asking completely valid questions?” 


“No!” Will shakes his head, and when Nico looks in their direction he just 
smiles and waves him off. Then, Will glares at him, and dear Leto, does 
Apollo love him, and Nico, the child among the crowd that doesn’t know 
him and the whole of Cabin Seven. It breaks his heart every time. “Gods, 
don’t say stuff like that, I don’t think he’s wrapped his head around taxes 
yet— how am I supposed to explain gay marriage benefits? It was a hassle 
to get him into the American system as it was, and he still doesn’t have a 


passport. Last night, he asked me why Canada has a good healthcare system 
and we don’t!” 


Apollo raises his eyebrows. “I forget he was born in 1930's Italy.” 


“Me too!” Will crosses his arms, looking like he’s resisting the urge to 
stomp his feet. But he looks at Nico again, and all the tension drains from 
his body. Apollo resists the urge to tease him. “I love him.” 


The happiness in Will’s expression is familiar yet foreign. Vaguely, Apollo 
wonders if he’s ever worn that expression for someone before— he must 
have. For Hyacinthus, at least, but the reminder of their love doesn’t hurt as 
much as it did four years ago. 


“T know,” Apollo ruffles his hair, and Will chuckles, running his hands over 
his face. He looks tired, but not in a bad way. “I’m glad you’re both happy.” 


Apollo wants to stick around. Forget the gods scattered around the city, 
about to meet in less than ten minutes. He wants to ask him how he’s doing 
with college, what Nico has been up to, if there’s anything he can do for 
him, but he’s already lingered too long. He’s not supposed to do that until 
the party, after the meeting. 


It’s one thing to visit New Rome; there’s plenty of excuses and it’s never 
been an odd sight to catch an Olympian in disguise having lunch by the 
Little Tiber... especially when it’s him, in his Greek aspect. Camp Half- 
Blood is another matter entirely; he can only stretch the vague, unspoken 
void of rules that came out of Percy’s wish so far. It’s maddening. 


“T’ll see you at the meeting, dad,” Will says, squeezing his shoulder, and 
points at Nico holding a child that looks very much like he’s Hermes’ 
spawn by his ear, whistle in his other hand. As they watch, he blows it, 
making everyone wince. Will looks both hearstricken and worried. “I 
should go help. We’ll catch up more later.” 


“Sure,” Apollo nods, and as he walks away, calls after him. “I love you!” 


Will’s ears get noticeably red, but he still replies. “Me too!” 


Gods, Apollo is going to miss him—all of them—one day. 


He’s been trying to advocate to elaborate on the rules left behind by Percy’s 
wish for the last four years—ironic for a guy that thought Percy had asked 
for too much, before, well, everything—and Athena has mostly had his 
back on it, just pushing back on proposals when she knows it’s something 
that their father would never agree to, but it’s been a dead-end. The vote is 
always perfectly split on whether to go through with it or not, which just 
means the matter is pushed to the next council meeting, and the next, and 
the next. 


Hades has refused to vote the previous years, mostly because he does what 
he wants down in the Underworld, where Zeus can’t see him and news 
arrives to Olympus too late. It’s how he managed to hide the Di Angelos, 
and, for that matter, marry Persephone. He knows Nico had a few choice 
words with him about it, and hopefully his presence in the room this year 
will keep his uncle from being unabashedly uncaring of, fairly enough, the 
children of people that don’t really care about him either. 


Family is complicated. Politics are complicated. Apollo has his own 
personal political disaster in the form of Percy Jackson rumors, and his 
nerves and the date are stretching him thin. Thank the Styx that he didn’t 
decide to split himself for Saturnalia this year, or he’d lose the plot. 


Usually he would mingle a little more before the meeting, but he still 
doesn’t know how to approach Artemis and Hermes, and he’s not stepping 
anywhere near Aphrodite, never mind Ares. He’s seriously considering 
standing next to Dionysus and pretending to be a plant to go unnoticed 
when he catches the faint scent of sea salt and beach breeze, and tenses up 
as he turns, only to watch Poseidon enter the room. 


They make eye contact, and Apollo doesn’t like what he sees on his face: 
furrowed eyebrows, thinned lips, suspicion. It sobers him up like nothing 
else ever could, and he finds himself standing a little taller, squaring his 
shoulders. He’s always had a good relationship with Poseidon. They’ve 
never fought each other, even when on separate sides, and while he’s 
terrified, Apollo hasn’t been called half of the temper of Olympus before 
just to bend like clay, even before him. 


Poseidon purses his lips and nods at him, and then walks further into the 
room, towards Hades. Good. They’ |l speak later. 


Naturally, as the god of foresight, Apollo has pretty good instincts. 
Something tells him that this meeting is about to go very, very downhill. 


He might as well embrace it. 


“T’m bored,” Percy sighs, looking at the huge stuffed bear that Annabeth is, 
rather proudly, presenting to Piper. She finally gathered enough tickets to be 
able to claim the big one, as she called it, shattering the dreams of at least a 
few dozen children who had been unlucky enough to get in line behind her 
at the booth. “I’m really bored.” 


Piper, whose smile is so big it shows nearly all her teeth, rolls her eyes at 
him. “Percy, Saturnalia ends in two days, and you’ve spent the whole 
holiday holed up—” 


“admittedly with his boyfriend,” Annabeth supplies, absent-mindedly 
watching the clerk that exchanged her tickers just pull out another huge 
bear from a side room. Percy would also be pissed. “I think he’s just trying 
to tell us our company is not enough to make up for the sun god.” 


Percy holds himself back from saying that she’d be right, because neither of 
them give blowjobs like he does, catching himself. Wow. He needs to 
fucking chill. “Tt’s not that at all.” 


“Liar liar mom on fire,” Piper raises her eyebrows. “You’re blushing, 
Percy.” 


“T never should’ve gone out with you two,” Percy groans, looking up at the 
sky. It’s perfectly clear, except for a few clouds; too blue for the cold, really, 
but by this point Percy might as well just resign himself to the fact that New 
Rome is going to be inappropriately cold until December ends. Ugh. Maybe 
he should get the heater fixed. “I don’t care about Saturnalia—” 


“Tt doesn’t beat s’mores and a campfire,” Annabeth pats his shoulder, 
shooting him a sympathetic smile. Piper seems to agree, judging by her 
shrug. “But there are many, many perks to it. Exploit them.” 


Percy pouts. “I would just rather read a book. Or cook.” 


“You mean either study or think about Apollo?” Piper links their arms 
together, the bear getting choked as she wraps her other arm around its neck 
to keep it close. Percy doesn’t dignify her with a response, which means she 
just presses on. “You call Annabeth a study-bug, but you’re just as bad.” 


“Tt’s my fault,” Annabeth snorts, shaking her head, and Percy cracks a 
smile. They laugh about it now, but there had been fights back when they 
were dating about how unexpectedly badly he was doing with marine 
biology, since it drove him to depressive episodes— and Annabeth is no 
saint. She has a limit. It’s just hard to reach it, and Percy’s always been 
good at that. “I underestimated Percy’s talent to do well out of spite.” 


He hadn’t realized that he didn’t want to make his parentage his identity 
until two semesters in, and just to make it evident how much he had 
genuinely hated it, Percy had decided he would get straight As. He’s still 
regretting that decision. “I do everything out of spite, to be fair.” 


“Not limited to being alive right now,” Piper pulls at his arm where it’s 
linked with hers, and leads him towards another carnival game— this one 
requires aiming with a toy gun. Ugh. “C’mon, these are water guns. You 
have it in the bag.” 


“I’m not cheating,” Percy protests, and then proceeds to pick up a gun, 
taking a look at the prizes. He notices a small dolphin keychain, and 
hesitates, eyeing the clerk. He doesn’t think they’d care, but... “I’m not 
cheating.” 


He cheats. And ends up spraying Piper with water on purpose, though he 
lets her believe it was an accident. Annabeth, standing off to the side, does 
not seem impressed. 


Gods, he’s bored. He wants to be with Apollo— he tried to hide his 
disappointment when he left yesterday, but today it’s really rearing its head. 
He’s pining and longing like something out of those awful novels he reads. 
He understands he’s probably preparing for the meeting, getting his crap 
together to face his dad, but a part of Percy wishes he’d asked him to go 
with him. He wouldn’t have, to be honest; they don’t need him there when 
Poseidon is already going to be breathing down his neck. But it would’ve 
been nice to toy with the idea that they could... be together in that setting. 


It’s silly. He’s getting ahead of himself. He knows he’s not ready for that. 
But that doesn’t take away that he misses him. His bed doesn’t feel the 
same without him already. 


Perhaps taking pity on him, Piper and Annabeth decide to head back to their 
place, and invite him over for dinner. After Piper takes a shower—no 
thanks to his water games—they entertain themselves with Scrabble, Piper 
and Percy against Annabeth with double the pieces. She still wins, but at 
least their combined effort was enough to make her not want to help with 
dinner. 


Annabeth hasn’t realized she’s a bad cook yet. It’s hardly her fault— she 
ran away from home at seven and ended up at Camp Half-Blood, where 
almost every meal feels like a feast. Piper had the determination to learn 
because she hated her father’s personal chefs and their fancy plates, and 
Percy... well, half of it was necessary, half of it was him, watching his 
mother relax when she cooked, and wanting to share that with her. 


Either way, Annabeth can’t season a chicken to save her life. Percy was the 
househusband when they lived together, and he’s rather thankful that was 
the case. Piper’s been trying to teach her, but her attempts have been... sad. 


Piper cooks up some pancakes—vegan; if he keeps sharing meals with 
them, Percy is going to cry the next time he eats one of his mom’s desserts 
—and then goes upstairs to call her dad, leaving them alone to do the 
dishes. 


She washes, he dries, and it’s like old times. There’s a nostalgic smile on 
Annabeth's face, like she’s thinking about the same thing, but neither of 


them bring that up, either. It’s the past, and it was good while it lasted, but 
there’s nothing like the present. There’s nothing like the expression that 
takes over Annabeth’s face when Piper smiles at her, the way they 
understand each other so perfectly, the way Piper’s been able to soothe 
Annabeth’s fears better than he has in years. 


Nothing like Apollo burning kisses into his neck and bringing heat back 
into his otherwise cold life. 


“You know, I never thought it’d be like this,” Percy confesses, keeping his 
eyes on his work— admitting things like this to Annabeth can be both good 
and bad, sometimes. Lately, it’s only been good. He knows she’s been 
waiting for him to open up again, and he isn’t sure, but he feels like this 
might be him trying. “I like it a lot, though. I couldn’t imagine it 
otherwise.” 


“T know what you mean,” Annabeth smiles, and Percy can’t really think of 
an answer to that, so he just hums, nodding as she hands him another plate. 
He hears a sigh, and peeks up to see what Annabeth’s face is like— he finds 
a frown. Concern. Oh. “Are you happy, Percy?” 


Gods, Percy hates opening up. 


“Why are you asking?” It’s not the kindest thing to say to her, but Annabeth 
doesn’t take it personally, rolling her eyes. They both have their walls 
around each other, despite the ease of their relationship. 


“Don’t be dense. You know I’ve been worried about you,” Annabeth 
pauses, shaking her head, the spitting image of a concerned sister—or a 
mother. Sally Jackson has definitely used this tone on him before. “You’ve 
been doing fine, but it’s been a while since I’ve seen you act like you’re 
acting now.” 


Percy stares at the plate in his hands, rubbing the drying cloth a little 
slower. “How am I acting?” 


Annabeth sends him an exasperated look. “Like you’ve remembered you’re 
alive, Percy. Like you’ve finally realized our lives didn’t end with... with 


the war, and with Jason, and with us.” 


“T...” Percy swallows, tasting leftover cherry on his tongue from the 
marmalade they put on the pancakes, but it feels bittersweet. “I guess I’ve 
been too in my head for a while.” 


Looking at Annabeth, Percy starts to feel guilty. There’s a concerned frown 
on her face, wrinkling her skin, that’s all too familiar; it reminds him of 
how she looked whenever Percy pretended he didn’t wake both of them up 
with a nightmare the morning after, when he’d spend too long in the shower 
and wanted to go to bed early, when the way he let her hold him became 
less intimate and more casual, because they weren’t in love anymore, and 
Percy was desperately clinging to the last vestiges of it before finally letting 
it go, letting her make a clean, clinical cut. 


It’s hard, even a couple years later, to face how much he was dragging her 
down. How he still does. Annabeth found ways to cope, after Gaea: yoga, 
classes, hobbies, therapy. Percy was too restless for yoga, he hated his 
classes at the time, he couldn’t consistently pick up a hobby that wasn’t 
training, and he walked out of therapy sessions, aggravated and angry at 
himself. He could only find refuge in being held, the claustrophobia making 
even that hard sometimes; in swimming, but he couldn’t afford to take 
enough time off every weekend for it to be consistent; in throwing himself 
into helping his mom with Estelle whenever he could, even from across the 
country. 


It didn’t strain their relationship, but it didn’t help their already drifting 
feelings. They were going to grow out of each other anyways, and now that 
she’s moved on he’s still a source of worry, of anguish. She wants to see 
him happy, just like everyone he knows, but unlike his mom, and Paul, and 
the rest of their friends, she’s the only one that knows how bad it got, and 
that’s seen the ugliest parts of him. 


The only one that knows of violence that runs through his blood alongside 
the sea, which almost broke his spirit in Tartarus. About how he almost 
drowned, now that Jason’s gone. 


Apollo knows, his mind supplies, and Percy wants to linger on the thought, 
on the trust he put in him, but he shouldn’t right now. This isn’t about him. 


“T feel like you’ve been in a rut,” Annabeth whispers, turning off the faucet. 
She stares at her hands, even as she leans against the kitchen counter, her 
body angled towards him. “Like you’ve been going through the motions, 
and I didn’t... I didn’t want to say anything. I knew you still needed time, 
and it’s not my right to take care of you anymore, but I still worried that you 
wouldn’t come out of it.” 


Percy feels like he might start crying. “Annabeth, I didn’t...” 


“You didn’t mean to, I know,” Annabeth smiles, sad but honest, shaking her 
head. “But I wasn’t really helping you, when we were together, and 
everyone’s too lost about how to do... this, to be able to even try without 
you shutting them out. But now it’s different.” 


Annabeth sighs, her shoulders slumping, but Percy’s too frozen to say 
anything. He’d rather hear what she has to say, anyways. 


“Apollo is... an unexpected factor. I would’ve never considered it— and 
before you feel guilty, I know you lied about something, but I understand 
why you did. We were all getting... overbearing,” Annabeth side-eyes him, 
and Percy winces, but she doesn’t seem angry about it. “He just shows up in 
your life out of nowhere, like he’s been there all along, and maybe you’ve 
actually been hanging around him for months and we just never noticed, but 
the change is so glaringly obvious now. You’re smiling, and laughing, and 
sleeping, gods, Percy, you’ve been more well-rested over the last few weeks 
than you’ve been in a year.” 


“T,.. ’ve noticed that much, as well,” Percy swallows, thinking of the soft 
lullabies, the humming, the soft kisses and smiles and the blessings and the 
strong arms around him, more reassuring than anything he’s known in a 
long time. He looks at the floor, at his socked feet, and feels rawer than he’s 
been in years. “I don’t know how he does it. How he did it. It was... 
sudden.” 


“T don’t care about the how of it, to be honest,” Annabeth declares, crossing 
her arms. She looks closer to a smile than to a waterfall of tears, and her 
worry lines have mostly vanished; there’s only love in her eyes, and Percy 
can’t help but return it. It’s about time he meets his family in the middle 
again. “I only care if you’re happy, Percy. So, are you?” 


Percy takes a deep breath, trying to figure out the tangle of emotions in his 
chest. He wonders how Annabeth would react, if he told her that he thinks 
he might want to keep Apollo for longer than he should. But he has a 
feeling she wouldn’t care, as long as it didn’t hurt him. 


And it might, in the end, in more ways than one, but she’s right; the thought 
of Apollo’s smile makes Percy’s heart soar and the memory of his eyes 
make him feel like he’s been handed something sacred. It’s overwhelming 
in just about the best way. 


“T don’t know if I’m happy,” Percy settles on, thinking of the lightness of 
his shoulders when he’s around Apollo. No burdens, in the form of 
bittersweet memories, dragging him down. “But I might be getting there.” 


Annabeth’s smile is bright, and she reaches over, squeezes Percy’s hand, 
looks at him as if she’s seeing him for the first time in a long time, and 
somehow, he feels the same towards her. 


“That’s all I can ask for,” she shrugs, and then snorts, shaking her head. 
“But gods, be careful. I wouldn’t know how to explain to my mother that I 
murdered a god in cold blood for you.” 


“That’s terrifying,” Percy lets out a nervous laugh. Honestly, he thinks she 
is capable, but he doesn’t know how to explain to her that hurting him is the 
last thing he’d want, if this somehow turns bad. “But I can handle it 
myself.” 


Annabeth stares at him, eyes softening as she sees something in his 
expression— something equally as soft, and honest, and then she nods. “I 
trust that, Percy. But never forget you’re not alone. I’ve... I’ve missed you.” 


Percy shakes his head with a smile. “It’s good to be back.” 


The council meeting goes well for the first couple hours, and then it slowly 
breaks down, like always. 


The first weak link is his father, which is the norm. He listens but doesn’t 
hear them out, though admittedly most of the ideas and concerns brought up 
are... well. 


“T can’t believe you all rejected that,” Ares mumbles at his left, and 
Hephaestus grunts in agreement to his right. Honestly, when these two 
agree on some dangerous, experimental weapon, it’s always bad. Last time, 
they created nuclear bombs. “Bullshit.” 


“T’m glad we rejected that,” Apollo grins, which earns him a snort from 
Hephatheus and a glare from Ares. “Chin up, brother, there’s always next 
summer.” 


Ares looks just about ready to punch his face in, and Apollo realizes that 
yeah, alright, he has to admit he’d rather deal with him over Mars. 
Thankfully, before it can actually turn aggressive, the vote is called for 
getting a new vending machine in the lobby, since the last one was broken 
by one of Ares’ brats, that also compliments your appearance— Aphrodite’s 
idea, and it gets a unanimous vote. Typical. 


The second weak link is, impressively, Poseidon. He’s unfocused and 
distracted, not even perking up at the idea Artemis put forward to give more 
aid to Grover Underwood’s nature spirits for clean up of certain 
endangered, abandoned areas, which would include several bodies of water. 
He always looks happy when water is mentioned, and it makes Apollo even 
more nervous about later. 


Artemis’ idea is approved, which means it’s time to delve into matters that 
were tabled last meeting. Athena goes into full orator mode, updating them 
all on the general progress of things, thanking Hades for providing updated 
information on the recovery of all those souls that escaped four years ago. 
Apollo only half listens, up until it’s time for him to give his report— and 
his reports are always, always lengthy. He has so many domains, and he’s 


actually been checking in on them so much, that even Hermes’ report this 
year was short enough for Athena to just go through the bullet points. 


Now, here’s the third and final weak link: himself. Dear Leto, have 
patience, he hates the winter solstice. It’s like a vacation for him, except he 
actually has to keep working and exert double the energy. At least, it’s been 
that way recently. Years ago, he would have just cozied up in Scandinavia 
or even Canada, and left Artemis to yell at him for being so, so lazy. Ugh. 


“Thank you, Apollo.” Athena looks at her notes, crossing something out 
with a pen—Apollo got her a fucking tablet exclusively for planning this 
Saturnalia, to see if she moderns up a little, dear Hades—and then nods in 
satisfaction. “Now, moving on to the delayed discussions, I believe it would 
be the most efficient to go through last summer’s main proposal again. I 
hope you all read the report—” 


“T didn’t,” Dionysus interjects, and receives a dirty look from Athena, for 
which he rolls his eyes. “Oh, come on, it’s the same thing about writing a 
rulebook for gods and demigod interaction or whatever— we already know 
how the vote is going to go, why do we keep bringing this up?” 


“We keep bringing up your request for a tiger-themed wine fountain every 
single solstice, and you can’t even drink wine! You already know how that 
one is going to go, too,” Apollo protests, and Dionysus’s ears go red. 
“Athena, please, proceed.” 


“Thank you,” Athena sends him a pointed look, making him wince; it 
doesn’t bode well for either of them to get too excited about it during the 
meeting; it may make petty people—Ares—change their mind last minute 
for the sake of it. “As I was saying, since apparently some of us didn’t read 
the briefing: as we all know, thanks to Percy Jackson’s selfless wish, we 
have promised to improve ourselves in regards to interaction with our 
children, which goes against the laws previously established after the 
demigod fiasco prior to the last two Great Prophecies. I had already started 
working on a proposal to establish the new guidelines in a formal manner to 
introduce the winter of that year, but, well...” 


Everyone looks at Zeus. No exception. His father sighs at them, rolling his 
eyes, but he’s heard enough about their displeasure with his decision to 
close Olympus to last a few centuries. He’s become mostly uncaring of it, 
so he waves it off with a dismissive gesture. Athena continues. 


“T had to pause, for reasons we’re all well-aware of. Thankfully, activity has 
settled down enough that we are able to shift our focus back to issues like 
these. And Apollo has been providing his assistance, so we could fine-tune 
the details and not allow any... loopholes.” Athena looks around the room 
at that, probably meant to be judgmental of the gods that very determinedly 
have taken advantage of the void of rules to get overly involved with 
demigods. Apollo knows he fits that description too well, but at least he has 
the subtlety of an excuse with his still-fresh punishment. “Other minor gods 
have helped, as well, and your feedback on those questionnaires was 
rather... interesting.” 


Demeter frowns. “There was a questionnaire?” 


“1 didn’t get one either,” Hera chimes in, and Apollo avoids eye-contact 
with Athena. He wasn’t in charge of that mess. “But I suppose that, since I 
lost my champion—” 


“Hera, please,” Zeus breaks in. “It’s been four years.” 
“So what? Can’t I grieve for more than five minutes?” 


“To be fair, four years is like, maybe an hour to us,” Aphrodite nods, her 
face twisted into a faux-indulgent smile. She’s lucky she isn’t Zeus’ bastard, 
or Hera would actually see through her deceit. “You should cut her some 
slack, my lord.” 


“We’re getting off topic,” Apollo sighs, side-eyeing his father, but Zeus 
seems glad to have the attention shift. Apollo cannot resist. “Not that I don’t 
agree with Aphrodite, but some of us have other matters to attend to, I’m 
sure—” 


“Oh, you sure do,” Ares snorts, and about a hundred alarm bells ring in his 
head. He wouldn’t. He wouldn‘. “Is that why you’ve been pushing this so 


hard? Don’t get me wrong, I would like some quality time with my kids, but 
if you’ve been secretly in cahoots with him for four years, even while he 
was with the girl, and looking to come out, it is quite convenient—” 


Oh, gods. He did. Apollo stares at him blankly. “I have no idea what you 
mean.” 


“Is this about Peter Jonhson?” Dionysus asks, looking smug—he shouldn’t 
have mentioned the wine fountain, shit—and Apollo tries to look confused 
when he looks back at him. He’s seated right next to Aphrodite, who is 
doing a bad, bad job at cutting him some slack with her facial expressions. 
He ignores that she exists, but he’s already panicking. “I’ve heard some 
weird stuff about you two, but I didn’t think it was real.” 


Apollo blinks. “Who the fuck is Peter Johnson?” 


“T think,” Poseidon cuts in, a hard-set frown on his face, and Apollo really, 
really should have just— joined the Christians. Pretended to be an angel or 
something. Fuck. “That he means my son.” 


“Which one?” Artemis sighs, and Apollo sends her a mental thank-you for 
the attempt, but he doesn’t think it’1] do much. “You do have a lot...” 


“T think he means the demigod,” Zeus drums his fingers against his throne, 
and Hera makes a disgusted sound. “Either way, we’re not here to discuss 
Apollo’s love life.” 


Someone makes a choking sound, and Apollo remembers with horror that 
the Camp Half-Blood kids are still watching the meeting. Oh, gods. His 
son. And Nico di Angelo. He’d gotten so absorbed, he’d forgotten about 
them entirely— which is simultaneously like him, and not like him. Shit. 


Apollo shoots the crowd of tiny demigods watching a look, and winces on 
the inside at the looks on Will and Nico’s faces. He will deal with that later. 
Much later. Holy shit. 


“T quite agree,” Apollo says, latching onto his father’s words. “Athena, 
could you please—” 


“So you admit it’s your love life?” Ares interrupts, again, and Apollo takes 
it all back. Give him Mars any day of the week. He would never. “Because, 
you know, the betting pool—” 


“T will not add fuel to that fire,” Apollo snaps, his temper thinning. His 
voice comes out quite harsh, which is uncharacteristic of him— he’s all 
about melodic tones, harmony, soothing sounds. But his anger has always 
been explosive. “There’s absolutely nothing untoward going on, and you 
should all stick your noses somewhere else. I heard Dionysus claimed 
another kid! Why don’t we discuss that?” 


“Because that’s boring,” Hermes provides, his tone dry. Apollo has avoided 
him ever since their talk, and now he seems reluctant to look at him as well. 
“Percy Jackson is interesting. I mean, that’s the whole reason we’re even 
talking about whether we should meet our kids when we claim them or not, 
can you blame us?” 


“Yes, I can, in fact,” Apollo clenches his jaw, taking a deep breath. He 
shouldn’t say it. He shouldn’t say it. He shouldn’t say it— “We’re the ones 
that have acted like we don’t love demigods to death. Either to play with 
them, to befriend them, or even to date them. Frank Zhang is proof enough 
that we cannot resist a heroic bloodline. And never mind Annabeth Chase, 
descending from Swedish kings—” 


“Apollo!” Athena snaps, and he shuts his mouth with an audible click. The 
room falls silent, but Apollo can tell that Ares is fuming next to him, and 
Artemis looks three seconds away from flashing her way out of the 
meeting. “Now, everyone, can we calm down? This is not the point of the 
solstice, and I dislike Poseidon’s son for my own reasons, but that doesn’t 
and shouldnt interfere with our meetings!” 


“T agree,” Poseidon says, his voice carefully calm, and if possible, the room 
goes even more still. Apollo doesn’t think the demigods are breathing. 
“With both Apollo and Athena. My son is not some menagerie curiosity for 
your amusement, and he is brought up enough every solstice without having 
this one to revolve around him because of rumors. We are here to discuss 
change. Good change, like we promised. That is it.” 


Zeus stands up, expression stormy. Thunder roars in the distance. “For 
once, I agree with Poseidon. I’d like to go one meeting without his son’s 
name being thrown around. One. That’s all I’m asking for. Last year, it was 
because he changed majors, whatever that means. The year before that 
because he broke up with Athena’s annoying overachiever child—” 


“Father! She’s our architect!” 


“Do I look like I care?” Zeus raises his voice, and Athena presses her lips 
together in a line, but keeps her mouth shut. “The boy already rejected 
godhood, twice, from what I’ve been told, the second of which was an 
unauthorized offer. He wishes us to forget him as I wish we would forget 
him. Regardless of his relationship with Apollo, we should just stick to the 
wish he was conceded, and be done with it once and for all. Enough with 
the obsession with him.” 


Then, his father turns towards him. Of course. “And you need to watch 
what you say, Apollo. The matter of our parenting has, apparently, been 
being worked on by you and Athena through the allowed means, and will 
be voted on. Keep that kind of trash talk to outside the meetings.” 


Apollo is tempted to go kill something, but he doesn’t think the sentiment 
would be appreciated by anyone other than Ares. Instead, he forces out a 
smile, and pretends that he feels nothing other than calm. “Of course. I 
apologize for my outburst, Athena, Ares. The winter solstice must be 
getting to me.” 


Athena nods at him, but he can tell she’s just as pissed, and trying just as 
hard to pretend otherwise. Ares only grunts, rolling his eyes, but he seems 
to have cooled off— Poseidon has that effect on people when he’s angry, 
and right now, Apollo can already picture the storm brewing behind his 
eyes, when he sneaks a look at him. He has no doubt that the argument only 
wound down because of him, and would have probably died without his 
father offering a piece of his mind. 


So, Zeus sits, Apollo fumes, and Athena clears her throat. The silence 
lingers. Hades, who has been quiet throughout the whole meeting except 
when spoken to, offers them an olive branch. “So, can we vote now?” 


Someone escorts the demigods out, and they vote. It’s a miserable affair, but 
at least it goes well— as predicted, Hades voted in favor of the new rules 
this time, and surprisingly enough, so did Hera. Zeus, who’s been voting 
against it this whole time, doesn’t seem too happy about it, and Apollo is at 
least glad that she brought up Jason Grace earlier, because that might have 
at least woken up some of the sympathy in that frozen, rock solid heart of 
hers. 


What a fucking mess. And his day isn’t even over. 


They proceed with other matters afterwards, though none of them seem to 
be paying much attention anymore. The second it’s over, most gods 
disappear, probably to spend their day off Saturnalia somewhere else, and 
Apollo decides to handle the demigods, because, sweet Hades, what a mess. 


"Dad," Will cracks out when he approaches, and everyone in their vicinity 
winces. "You said some nice things. And some, er, not nice things. Um. 
Well. I— I'm not judging, but, ah—" 


"I'm judging," Nico interrupts, eyebrows raised. "I did not expect my father- 
in-law and cousin to be the blond Percy claimed to be seeing." 


"Styx on a stick," Apollo curses, rubbing his face with his hand, pressing 
his fingers over his eyelids and rubbing. Unfortunately, Will's mildly 
disgusted face doesn't disappear when he looks back at them. In fact, he just 
gets greener. "Listen, it's... complicated. We're not dating." 


"Right," Will nods, then shakes his head. "Right. That's... that's worse, 
dad." 


"T didn't mean it like that—" Apollo starts, but he notices how Will tenses 
up and Nico presses his lips together, rapidly shaking his head as if to tell 
him to shut up. "...that'd be Poseidon, yes?" 


"That'd be me," Poseidon says, and Apollo resists the urge to fucking 
scream. Screw mortal ears going deaf because of his sheer voice power. 
Fuck. He turns, vaguely processing how Will and Nico scatter like they're 


avoiding a natural disaster— which, they might as well be, considering that 
Poseidon does not look happy. "A word, Apollo?" 


"IT don't have much choice, do I?" Apollo asks, trying to lighten up the 
mood. But Poseidon is clearly not feeling it, since he just stares blankly. He 
sighs. "Yes, of course. Lead the way." 


He takes him to his private quarters on Olympus that he never uses, where 
killing him will be far, far easier. Jolly. He can’t wait to show up for dinner 
with Leto with his head on a spike. 


Apollo speaks up the second the door closes behind them. Better to get it 
over with. “They're just rumors.” 


Poseidon leans his trident against the wall— at least he is weaponless, not 
that it matters. Apollo's nose throbs with phantom pain from a memory of 
forever ago, when he jokingly decided to spar with him and got a fist 
straight to the face at full force. Oof. 


“T've never seen you this pressed about rumors before.” Poseidon raises his 
eyebrows. “You usually delight in them.” 


“Yes, because I'm rather self-focused.” Apollo admits. He’s sweating, 
which is a sign that he’s really about to have a cardiac arrest, because 
Olympus is always the perfect temperature for everyone. “But Percy isn't 
fond of them. We both know that.” 


Poseidon looks like he has a few choice words about that. “Why are there 
rumors at all, then? What is it that you're doing? Toying with him?” 


Apollo scowls. “I know my reputation precedes me, but I'd like to think that 
toying with people is more of an Aphrodite thing.” 


“Spell it out for me, then.” Poseidon crosses his arms, squaring his 
shoulders. He doesn’t think he’s ever seen him frown this hard— not at 
him, at least. “Because from what I see, it is not looking good for you.” 


Apollo opens his mouth to reply, but then a feeling nudges his essence, 
capturing his attention for a moment. He recognizes it as a prayer from 
Percy immediately, which strikes him as odd; he knows he’s on Olympus, 
surrounded by annoying people and his father. Thinking it might be an 
emergency, Apollo focuses on his voice— 


—Apollo, please, please, please— 


Moans. The distant feeling of heat and lust, projected through the prayer. A 
desperate voice. Oh. Oh, no. This is the worst way to find out that Percy 
Jackson doesn’t know how powerful prayers can be, when people really 
mean them. Holy red cows. 


“Apollo?” Poseidon demands, and he’s forced to shut it down, not without 
catching a sigh, a whimper, a glimpse of naked skin. Fuck. Shit. Yep, better 
send that to voicemail. “Are you trying to make up an excuse and acting 
dumb to cover?” 


“Forgive me,” Apollo clears his throat, shaking his head. “I was receiving a 
call.” 


“A call,” Poseidon says, slowly, and Apollo taps his head, rolling his eyes, 
trying to get across that it’s silly prayer stuff, even though Percy’s moans 
are definitely not silly. Before Poseidon can say anything more about it, 
though, Apollo presses on. 


“Being as honest as I can be, it is true that your son and I have grown 
closer. I couldn't deny it if I wanted to.” Apollo has the courtesy of looking 
ashamed and embarrassed, just for Poseidon— more about how it came to 
be rather than what it is. Cheesy romance plots are so much better in movies 
and erotica. “We have found a certain mutual understanding of each other, 
and as it has grown, the word has spread. You know how gossip around 
here works.” 


Poseidon’s expression turns dangerously calm. “Define ‘mutual 
understanding' for me. And be very careful about it.” 


Apollo swallows, but he’s not even lying about this. “Companionship. 
Friendship. We’ve gotten along great, despite our differences.” 


Poseidon’s eyes narrow. “Just friendship?” 


Gods, that’s a complicated question, it rattles him to the bone, reminding 
him of the uncertainty of it all, which doesn’t help at all— in fact, it only 
makes him think of Percy’s prayer, which means he hears some more of it, 
catches the sound of a squirting bottle of lube. 


Fuck. Shutting it down again, Apollo answers: “That remains to be seen, 
but I'm not doing or saying anything that would go against Percy's wishes.” 


“My son knows better than to get involved with gods this deeply, Apollo,” 
Poseidon protests. His name is starting to sound like a curse word on his 
lips. “It has never been what he wants.” 


“Mortals are complicated beings,” Apollo crosses his arms; sometimes, 
gods need a reminder of this, and Poseidon spends most of his time 
underwater. Apollo knows he needed it. “They constantly do things that we 
would think go against our perception of them.” 


“IT am aware they change their minds. But Percy is a hero,” Poseidon 
frowns, glancing at his trident resting against the wall. Apollo holds back a 
wince— Poseidon had to rebuild his whole city after the Titan War, and the 
fact that he got to at all is thanks to Percy. There’s hardly anyone else to 
thank for their lives right now, other than him. “He is done with us. He 
made it very clear when I offered him godhood once more, after Gaea, and 
when he put as much distance as he could between him and Olympus. It is 
not what I want, but it is what he does.” 


“And I'm respecting that. Do you think I wanted people to gossip about 
this?” Apollo frowns, thinking of the looks everyone keeps throwing them 
— of the look everyone throws them now, when they’re apart. He knows 
Percy has noticed them, that he tries not to care, but it must annoy him 
almost as much as it does him. “I warned him what would happen if he was 
seen with me. I warmed him about your reaction.” 


“And what is that supposed to mean? We've always respected each other, 
Apollo, before and after Troy, and much beyond that. I'd dare to say I prefer 
you over any of my brother's other brats.” Poseidon scoffs, pointing a finger 
at him. Almost touching his chest. “Don't test the part of me that still holds 
that respect.” 


Apollo considers him. Poseidon has always been much like a mood-ring 
sold at an arcade; always changing colors without rhyme or reason. Much 
like the ocean, Poseidon is calm and soothing, deep, terrifying, and 
unexplorable. His anger is known to drown whole regions, and to destroy 
even the strongest of buildings— especially in modern times—when he gets 
pissed off enough. 


Unpredictable, but Apollo is the god of prophecy for a reason. He already 
knew this was coming, one way or another, and perhaps he should roll over 
like a dog, avoid the conflict. Gods know he would’ve done it four, five 
years ago, forgotten all about Percy to chase another ass. 


But that was a different him. He promised to do better, and he is not going 
to let Poseidon get the satisfaction of having him give up so easily. He 
didn’t fight him during Troy because it was beneath them, but Apollo fights 
him now because Percy Jackson is far, far above them. 


“You and I both know our tempers match, but I'm not the sea. I am logic, 
foresight, knowledge and harmony. Olympus may have forgotten that, but I 
haven't.” Apollo hardens his voice— remembers the days when he couldn’t 
be crossed, or consequences would be had. When he brought war to the 
Olympians. He needs to channel that part of him, now, the warrior, the 
plague god, the bright one. Lester wouldn’t exist without him, and Phoebus 
Apollon wouldn’t exist without Lester. They're the same. “Your son is an 
adult in mortal terms, and he's always been responsible. You shouldn't 
question him like this.” 


Poseidon meets his gaze head on. “I'm not questioning him, I'm questioning 
you.” 


Apollo meets his anger with a tilt of his head. “Are you? 


Silence. For a second, Apollo wonders if Poseidon will snap— if this is 
where he leaves, and gets his revenge for the offense through the usual 
means: kidnapping someone, keeping Percy away from him, threatening his 
domains and power in some way. But he doesn’t. He just stares, simmering 
in his anger, and Apollo realizes he’s waiting for him to elaborate. 


Ah, he forgets. Poseidon is temperamental... but he’s no Zeus. 


He softens his tone. “Poseidon, what if he wants more from me? What 
then? Another millennia of resentment, like with Helios and Rhodes, until 
one of us fades?” 


Poseidon sighs. “They were different.” 


He didn’t exactly tell Percy this, but Rhodes’ marriage with Helios was an 
agreement made long before he was born. It wasn’t out of love, necessarily. 
Helios had simply needed compensation, and demanded her as a price. He 
is not planning to do the same to Percy, in any way, and Poseidon seems 
aware of that. Apollo’s reward for beating Python was his godhood, and the 
friends he made while on that road. It was more than enough. 


He won’t ask Percy for anything, but he’ll give him whatever he wants. 
“Yes. They were.” 


“T can’t control Percy, Apollo. No one can,” a rueful smile— a sign that 
Poseidon knows, even if he doesn’t like it, that Percy has the last word. It 
reminds him too much of Artemis’ resigned acceptance, but he is far more 
dangerous than his sister. “He is too much my son.” 


“He is also his mother's son.” Apollo points out. “Double the reason.” 


“We can agree on that. But even if this is what he wants, Apollo, he is 
bound to know that this isn't what he deserves.” Poseidon’s expression 
darkens. Apollo thinks of him asking Percy to become a god again, how 
badly he must have wanted his son by his side for eternity. It reminds him 
too much of the pain he feels whenever he realizes that he will one day have 
to say good-bye to Meg, and Will... and Percy himself. “I'm warning you: 
as formidable as you can be, you don't want to make a wrong move against 


him. What Demeter did for her daughters, I could do for him, and much 
worse. I think you are well aware of that.” 


Apollo can’t blame him for it. He can’t. He also thinks Percy deserves 
better than this, but he is no one to make that choice for him. He hopes 
Poseidon realizes that. “I wouldn't expect less. And you know me—” 


“You don't outrun situations. You outsmart them.” 


Apollo stares at his narrowed eyes, his lips curled in distaste. He’s starting 
to think that Percy doesn’t look like his father. Poseidon could never shine 
as he does. It’s all Sally Jackson, and her determination to nurture Percy’s 
heart with love. 


This is not an agreement. This is not a war. 


This is a dead end, and they both know it. But Apollo will keep fighting if 
he has to. “You would do well to remember that, Poseidon.” 


It’s all in Percy’s hands. 


18. Chapter 18 


Notes for the Chapter: 


yes hello i have. no internet basically. because in my country, when it 
rains, everything, including the power, dies! so that's lovely. 


anyways really sorry for the wait! this chapter is... a bit of a mess. it 
has SMUT so fair warning. i think i'm gonna add an E to the chapter 
titles that have smut from now on lol so there's that. 


please enjoy! 


Percy stares up at his ceiling for what feels like hours once he's home. 
Periodically checking his phone tells him it's only been thirty minutes, but 
time drags on and on when you're waiting for hot-stuff, god Apollo to show 
up at any point. 


Apollo never said he was coming over after the council meeting, but Percy 
feels like there was an unspoken agreement when they said goodbye 
yesterday. Although, fairly enough, Percy had still been shaky from getting 
a handjob, another blowjob, and also getting to touch Apollo again. This 
time not losing it quite so badly because well... touching him turns him on. 
If he jerked off again after he left, quick, quiet and dirty, then that's his 
secret. 


He plays Solitaire on his phone for another thirty minutes and then he 
decides—more like stumbles into—that he's going to get himself in trouble, 
and look Apollo up like he told him not to do. 


He starts, of course, with Wikipedia. Trusty source, that one. It's... a longer 
article than he thought it would be, but he ignores a lot of it—he doesn't 
care about the ety-whatever of the name Apollo, thanks—since he wants to 
get to the good stuff; the things that he could use to embarrass him. He 
snorts at the introductory paragraph, but his face flushes at the idea that 
he's... decidedly not-dating the Greek ideal of young male beauty. 


It's quite apparent there's a lot of ass-kissing going on in this article. He's 
just gonna ignore that, as well as the list of children—strangely longer, but 
less remarkable than his dad's—and go straight to the myths. 


He expects hilarity, like when he read about Athena and the flute, or 
Hermes stealing Apollo's cows. 


He finds tragedy and anger. 


It's not bad, in the beginning. Once he gets over the slaying of Python, there 
is Admetus. Percy's surprised by the straightforwardness of it; a lover right 
off the bat. At first, he thinks it's standard and simple, a relationship 
harbored during his years serving his first mortal punishment from Zeus 
that Apollo later celebrated by blessing the guy's marriage— then he 
decides to open the article dedicated to the guy, and some dread starts to 
sink in. 


Admetus was not a simple lover. An awkwardness fills him as he reads the 
way ancient poets described their relationship— slavery of love. Apollo 
was stricken, and then he ended up not only helping him win over a wife, 
but also purposely cheated the Fates for him. There's no inherent sadness to 
it, but knowing Apollo as he's come to, quick to laugh and quick to cry, he 
can't help but wonder if those were easy gifts to give, if this was an easy 
thing to shrug off. Something tells him the answer is far more complicated 
than a simple yes or no. 


Then there is Asclepius, for whom he shed tears so great he created a river 
out of them, and defied Zeus with his rage. Niobe, who disrespected his 
mother and lost her children to the twins' revenge. 


And of course, there is Troy. Now, Percy hasn't read the Iliad, and he has no 
intentions of doing so when he's already struggling to read a Wikipedia 
article in the dark with his dyslexia. But Annabeth has talked in detail about 
the story before, and the central theme of Achilles’ anger, as well as his 
love. He knew Apollo had killed him, however indirectly; he hadn't known 
of the grudges behind it, nor that he had also indirectly started the war at all. 


Percy's not uneasy yet as much as he is intrigued, and he stares at the 
Wikipedia article for a moment, wondering if he should keep going. Is this 
not somehow a breach of privacy? Sure, these are classical myths, in almost 
every textbook out there and that he very strongly neglected to study while 
at Camp Half-Blood, but this is also somewhat personal. 


Yet, does he have it in him to ask? To look Apollo in the eye and request 
that he opens himself up to him like this—reopening old wounds, bringing 
up old fits of rage. He doesn't think so; the idea of Apollo being anything 
other than brilliant and awkward and joyful and silly and romantic makes 
him hurt in a way he wasn't expecting. He has no idea if Apollo would 
accept comfort from him, the way he's given it to him, and a part of him 
wants to find out. He wants to know him. Whatever their relationship is, he 
wants it to be mutual. He wants him to know that he's there for him, as well, 
but he doesn't know how. 


He skips to the lovers. He's heard a lot about Apollo's bad game with love, 
and he feels this is a safe place to be; Admetus was a surprise, but it's just 
Daphne and Hyacinthus, right? An over exaggeration born out of two 
unlucky events, surely. 


Wrong. 


As expected, Apollo had a ton of lovers, most of which were normal—if 
mothers abandoning their child in the woods or deciding they don't want to 
raise them can be considered normal— he supposes. But underneath all of 
those, Percy finds a distinct pattern of unhappiness and unfulfillment. 


There's Daphne who would never love him and whom he loved without 
choice; Cyrene who he made queen and left him for another; Coronis who 
fell in love with someone else and bore the full brunt of his unfair jealous 
rage to death, only for regret to hit him once she was revealed to be 
pregnant. 


There's Cyparissus, who asked to be forever left to despair and was turned 
into a tree over a sacred pet deer after accidentally killing it; Admetus 
again, who ignited so much love in Apollo that Artemis and Leto became 


ashamed of his domesticity, who got a longer life and a wife out of the deal; 
and there's Hyacinthus. 


Hyacinthus is the one that sticks to Percy's mind. Reading the reduced 
version of the myth, it strikes him with a feeling different than when 
reading Daphne's story. His mind paints the picture too well: a young prince 
wanted by many and having eyes only for one, slain by Apollo's hand in an 
accident caused by external jealousy. A flower, tainted with blood, the 
Ancient Greek word for alas inscribed on its petals. 


Percy's never been a fan of tragedy. It's the reason he ends up reading 
cheesy erotica. He gets it from his mom; she named him Perseus because 
she hoped for a happy ending for him, and despite having such a pessimist 
for a son, one that she had to send to anger management therapy and 
couldn't get a school to take him for more than a year, she has never been 
cynical. Percy has never had the stomach for reading about despair and 
sadness, his own life too filled with it. 


But the myth fascinates him. He stares at the portraits of the scene, feeling 
strangely tender, and hesitates only for a second before deciding to read the 
actual writing of the myth, by one of many poets. 


He finds Ovid first. And by the time he's done reading, through squinting 
eyes and a headache, there's a knot in his throat and an ache in his heart. 


Apollo's words, per the myth or at least this poet, ring in his head: My own 
hand gave you death unmerited—I only can be charged with your 
destruction.—What have I done wrong? Can it be called a fault to play with 
you? Should loving you be called a fault? And oh, that I might now give up 
my life for you! Or die with you! But since our destinies prevent us you 
shall always be with me, and you shall dwell upon my care-filled lips. 


He never knew Apollo had been born with a human heart. One full of 
divine anger and righteousness, right next to a temper that makes Zeus look 
silly, but human nonetheless. He thought it was Lester that had taught him 
mortal pain... but it wasn't. No, being Lester didn't teach Apollo to feel like 
a human, but rather to understand those feelings. Being Lester broke down 
the walls of millenia of mindless existence around his heart, allowing him 


to find awareness again. Allowing him to learn again. Allowing him to be 
able to properly love again. 


Percy turns off his phone, deciding that's enough reading for the night, and 
goes to sleep—or, tries to. Apollo won't leave his head. He's exhausted, but 
their time together replays in his mind; every little touch and moment and 
look. And he realizes he's been stupid to think that Apollo couldn't want 
him, when he so obviously does, so genuinely that it leaves him breathless. 


Elation builds in his chest, despite his attempts to push it down, and he 
drifts into sleep while biting back a smile, fighting back a blush. He 
shouldn't lean into this, not this hard, but he does. Perhaps he shouldn't be 
feeling this way, after reading all that, after seeing both cruelty and 
heartbreak that would make anyone else run, but Percy knows trust is 
earned, and Apollo earned his the second he decided to come back to him, 
to go on something as mindless as a Target shopping trip, not a drop of 
judgement to be seen. 


Besides, he has his own share of ugly. Everyone does. He can't possibly 
compare the things Apollo feels guilty about now with mortal moral 
standards, when he's thinking about a four-thousand years old divine being 
who, per Wikipedia, was the ideal of beauty and culture and intelligence, 
who was born to dazzle the minds of mortals. He understands that with 
enough numbness, anyone could forget that they have a heart. Percy 
certainly has before, in his own anger and grief. 


He isn't sure exactly when he drifts off, but his dreams bring heat and 
longing. The image is fuzzy; he thinks he sees the sky and smells the ocean 
and feels sand beneath him, through a layer of fabric that might just be a 
towel. Apollo is over him, acting as his main source of shade, and he leans 
down, sunglasses in his hair, allowing him a look into his summer-sky blue 
eyes, and the sight of his freckled, reddened skin from the heat. 


"I told you I loved beach trips," he says, and Percy snorts, kisses him. And 
then he keeps kissing him, endlessly, until Apollo is between his legs and he 
can run his hands over the burning skin of his back, catching traces of sand 
and salt water, tasting the ocean from his lips. Apollo draws back as Percy 
wraps his legs around his waist, and mumbles to him in Ancient Greek, soft 


words over the skin of his neck. "Beloved, beloved, my impossible 
soulmate, my second sun, could we ever have enough?" 


It's unbelievably sweet, makes him tear up even in the dream, aching, 
wanting, longing. He doesn't care if it's just a dream. Gods, he wants to 
keep this feeling. He forgoes a verbal answer in the dream but it still rings 
in his head: no, he could never have enough, if that's what Apollo's love 
feels like. 


He wakes up breathing hard and with desire humming through his body. He 
groans, confused, as a quick opening of his eyes proves that the room is still 
dark, so it must be nighttime still. 


He doesn't bother to gaze at the clock. Instead, he sighs out his frustration at 
his body, at his dick getting hard from, despite the kissing, an otherwise 
tame dream. He ponders what to do with this, his mind racing with 
thoughts, with memories and fantasies, and his feelings are too raw, too 
sensitive. 


So, Percy gives in, and reaches into his nightstand drawer, looks as deep as 
he can inside the thing, to pull out a bottle of lube that he hasn't used in at 
least four months. He quickly checks to see if it's gone bad and sighs with 
relief at the fact that it isn't, and then he turns on his back. 


It's been a while since he's done this. The only time he did it profoundly 
was when Annabeth pegged him; he had to do it himself in preparation 
because Annabeth was a little queasy about it, and he'd gone as far as three 
fingers in, trying to hide how much he was enjoying it. Later, Annabeth just 
double-checked the stretch. After that, he only did it a couple times, and he 
never went past the second finger. 


He leaves those memories behind. Kicking off the sheets, Percy gets 
himself down to his underwear, lying on his back and taking a deep breath, 
willing his body to fully relax and trying to picture something to focus on, a 
feeling or a concrete image. 


A lot comes to mind: Apollo's eyes when he's devouring him with a look, 
the clench of his jaw yesterday when Percy climbed on his lap. The heat of 


his skin, the underlying confidence behind every touch, the way his voice 
sounds when he calls him baby. That last one is embarrassing, but also 
sends a shiver down his spine, one of his hands wandering his chest, 
pinching a nipple, nails scratching over his skin. 


Percy finds leftover marks, from Apollo's lips and teeth and fingers— 
tender red skin at his hips, not actual burns, purple bruises littering his neck, 
a bite mark on his clavicle, and he traces all of them with no small amount 
of satisfaction. An odd feeling, for sure, but Percy doesn't want to think, and 
he's already so hard that it's easy to let thoughts filter through. 


He grabs himself through his underwear, a shaky breath escaping his lips, as 
he lingers there without moving further, trying to make himself squirm. 
He's rusty; it's been a while, but now that he's here he feels eager and 
breathless, struggling to not get it over with instead of teasing himself. 


He wants to draw it out, tonight, to take his time. His other hand runs nails 
over his stomach, muscles there tensing up, his hips squirming as he keeps 
himself from thrusting into his hand, and then he squeezes, his mouth 
dropping open. 


"Fuck..." Percy closes his eyes, arching his back, and it allows images to 
run through his mind, dirty little ideas he's had ever since Apollo touched 
him, making him wish for a warm touch and a wicked tongue in his mouth. 
"Ah..." 


Percy rubs his hand over his dick and sighs, keeping it light, yet biting his 
lip in order to dampen his noises. He's aching by now, patience wearing 
thin. So he removes his hand away and takes a deep breath, turning onto his 
belly and kneeling on the bed, taking his underwear off. He rests his weight 
on his legs, and licks his lips, grabbing the lube and pouring a generous 
amount over his fingers. He's doing this sooner than he planned to, but he 
feels shaky with need, both his mind and his body demanding that he 
remembers how to do this correctly. 


He doesn't bother heating the lube by rubbing it; his jammed heater makes 
sure the apartment is a cave of coldness, so it wouldn't make much of a 
difference. He jumps at the first contact of his fingertips at his ass, reaching 


back with his arm, then he grits his teeth and forces himself to relax, 
pressing his middle finger softly against his perineum, swallowing a moan, 
massaging the skin before sliding back, smearing lube over his rim. 


As he gets used to the feeling, Percy's mind starts wandering again, letting 
his hand follow his muscle memory of this. He thinks of Apollo's gentle yet 
confident touches. How they're self-assured in a way he doesn't seem to be 
in almost every other area Percy's seem him in, barring using his bow, 
making him wonder at how much skill he has. Skill cultivated over 
millennia of practice, through experience, through caresses of many 
someone else's bodies, to the point where he doesn't hesitate at all, and 
knows how to make Percy want it. 


The tip of his finger presses in, making him gasp, and Percy allows his 
mouth to hang open, his moans to be heard. He wonders, then, how it would 
feel if Apollo were the one doing this to him; would he tease him, or would 
he try to overwhelm him? Would he keep it sweet, or would he eventually 
give in to desire and make him take what he's given, with no room to 
complain? 


Percy's finger is up to his third knuckle, gently massaging and rubbing, 
searching, but the angle is uncomfortable enough to have him get started on 
the second finger, hungry. He's beginning to sweat, his body heating with 
extortion and need, and his cock hangs heavy, flushed red and dripping 
precum onto the sheets. He's barely aware of the tiny noises leaving him, 
his ears deaf, but he doesn't start crying out until he manages to make 
enough way for his index finger, finally able to crook his fingers and map 
himself out. 


The first brush against his prostate has him cursing, angry sounds that fade 
into whimpers as he pulls back and thrusts, several times. Until he's forced 
to drop his upper body to the bed, burying his head in his pillow, allowing 
his hips to move in time with his hand, meeting its pace. Every push against 
his prostate has Percy falling deeper into fantasy, into a cloud of lust so 
thick that he feels like he's rediscovering the art of masturbation, and he 
doesn't want to leave, enjoying the way his brain shuts off and his body 
takes over, making him unable to focus on anything else that isn't pleasure. 


He remembers, when Annabeth slammed a list of things for them to try out 
on the kitchen table during dinner, the way he had reluctantly agreed to 
being pegged, thinking she'd enjoy it more than he would. It was a 
backwards assessment; Percy was absolutely obsessed with it, from the 
second she got him on his knees to when she had pushed the strap in to 
when she found his prostate. Never had Percy been so taken by sex before, 
never had his mind gotten so perfectly, blessedly blank, allowing him to 
stop overthinking whether he was doing well enough and dampening his 
own enjoyment. 


And the memory used to be all he needed to get off, but now, Percy knows 
what it's like when Apollo's hands are on him, when his mouth is on his, 
and it morphs. Suddenly, he's not picturing the feeling of being stretched by 
lukewarm plastic as he pushes his fingers in, but rather Apollo's weight over 
him, his voice against his ear, his cock rubbing against his ass as he thrusts 
warm, long, strong and talented fingers in him, teasing him, keeping him 
from what he wants. 


A full body shiver hits him then, and Percy calls out without reserve, 
salivating. "Oh, fuck, Apollo, holy shit— aaahh..." 


His tongue becomes a tangled mess, after that, as he speeds up and moans 
his way through it, closing his eyes. He can almost feel it; that clear blue- 
eyed gaze over his body, the tension in the air between them. And he cries 
out with that, arching his back, finally daring to touch his dick with his free 
hand, since he's so close it hurts— 


"Ah, not even a toy. You're just this much of a slut for it." 


Percy jumps, halfway through a thrust back in, his hand loosely holding his 
cock, but the scare is enough to make his blood sing with adrenaline, and 
something must have possessed him, in that moment, because instead of 
doing anything a normal person would do, like stopping or even continuing, 
Percy bites his lip and pulls his fingers out, retreats his hand from his dick, 
and spreads his legs, knowing Apollo's already watching. 


He begs. "Please." 


A sharp intake of breath behind him, steps, hope swelling in his chest and 
then fingers trailing down his back, his tailbone where his weak spot once 
was, slipping between his ass cheeks until Apollo's fingers are right there, 
sliding over his rim, pushing in without further preamble. 


Apollo goes for three, despite Percy only managing one and a half, which 
makes him clench in the most delicious way, up until fingers trail his skin, 
silently asking for his attention. 


"T'll only say this once, and if you don't listen, you'll deal with the 
consequences," Apollo starts, his voice low, on the deeper side. Percy starts 
shaking. "Relax. Do as I say. Stop me if you hate it." 


Percy has long ago stopped thinking, but he knows the words he utters will 
follow him into his dreams, embarrassing or not. "Yes, sir." 


"You're killing me," Apollo mumbles at his slip, his voice rough like gravel, 
and pushes his fingers in deeper, humming at Percy's appreciative moan. 
"I'd take you right now if I didn't care about you. You're drooling." 


"Do it—" Percy gasps, then yelps when Apollo suddenly grabs his hair, 
pulling hard in retaliation, making him bare his neck, feeling the sting down 
to his bones. "Fuck, yeah, please!" 


"Do you have any idea..." Apollo sighs, sounding almost uninterested, but 
his fingers start moving in earnest, now that Percy's body has adjusted. 
Drawing in and out with quick thrusts, effectively shutting off Percy's 
Capacity to process what he's saying. "...how hard it is to sit through a 
scolding, while someone is praying for you, begging to be fucked?" 


There's no response, but that doesn't seem to bother him. Percy is too busy 
twisting his hands into the sheets, mouth hanging open, as Apollo curls his 
fingers and rubs, somehow knowing exactly where to, how hard, how fast, 
and it's making his orgasm approach with sudden quickness, like he's taking 
revenge. 


"You don't, of course, because you seem oblivious to how fucking 
irresistible you are like this." Apollo draws back his fingers, just long 


enough for Percy to breathe, and then hands are gripping his waist, hoisting 
him up so his ass is fully on display. The bed dips with Apollo's weight, his 
thumbs part Percy's cheeks. "Enough talking, though. I'll put my mouth 
where the money is." 


Percy sobs. The first brush of tongue isn't overwhelming; it's shocking, and 
the idea of his tongue going in there is surely something, but Apollo pushes 
a finger in alongside it, his other hand wrapping around his neglected cock, 
and he does this— this thing; there's no way his tongue is that long, Percy's 
had it in his mouth, but it still feels like it's reaching almost as deep inside 
him as his fingers, and when he feels it against his prostate, hot and wet and 
strong, his finger following behind to help, Percy only has a few seconds 
before he's crying out, biting his lip to keep himself from shrieking, his hips 
bucking back and forth between Apollo's hand and his tongue as his orgasm 
draws out, milking him dry. 


Apollo's hands leave his body so fast after he's done that Percy whines, 
turning around on his back, his arms shooting out to grab his wrist, pulling 
him in, wanting to be covered by that warmth. Their eyes meet, and 
Apollo's gaze looks as wrecked as Percy feels, even if the rest of him is 
perfectly composed and put together. 


There's a flush on his cheeks and he keeps looking at Percy like he's the 
eighth wonder, clearly struggling to maintain eye contact instead of looking 
at his body, his wrist limp where Percy holds it. 


He feels the strangest urge to apologize, as his breath comes back to his 
lungs and his brain starts properly processing the situation. So he does, 
biting his lip, embarrassed at his display of utter helplessness. 


"Sorry," Percy starts, and Apollo's jaw twitches, the wrist in Percy's hold 
flexing. "I didn't... I didn't mean for you to hear or— or do that, I didn't 
want to push you into it, for it to be that intense—" 


"Perseus," Apollo breathes out, shaking his head. He looks tense, his body 
coiled tight, holding back. "Don't apologize. That was... I shouldn't have 
interrupted. You were driving me insane, you have no idea how badly this is 
affecting me. You're mesmerising." 


"I didn't mind you appearing. It's what I wanted in my head," Percy 
swallows, pulling at Apollo's wrist. "Can I do something for you, then? So 
we're uh. Even?" 


Apollo hesitates. "I'm not sure a handjob will cut it tonight, and I don't want 
to push you—" 


Percy's moving before he can finish, kneeling on the bed close to him, and 
letting go of his wrist to fiddle with the button of his pants, getting as far as 
pulling down the zipper before Apollo's hand tangles in his hair and pulls 
his head back, just enough so they can make eye contact. The angle has 
Percy swallowing, since Apollo's gazing straight down at him, and he 
watches his eyes follow the bobbing of his Adam's apple, the suggestive 
line of his throat. 


"You're incorrigible, aren't you?" Apollo pulls a little harder at his hair, and 
Percy bites his lip, the tone and the sting shoot straight down his spine, 
making him shiver. "You don't even know how to—" 


"Teach me, then," Percy sighs, and he pulls Apollo's pants down, only 
slightly disappointed he's not going commando today. He toys with the hem 
of his underwear, meeting his eyes. "Apollo, you're not pushing me. I want 
to learn. I want to touch you, please. I'm— I'm still shy about looking at 
your dick, alright? But I still want to, ah..." 


Percy feels his cheeks heat at where his words were going, keeping down 
the 'T want to please you', because in the context of Apollo being a god, it 
sounds entirely too close to 'serve you’. He wonders if Apollo's ever had a 
lover like this, so desperate to touch him, to give back, but the way 
Wikipedia made it sound, he didn't have one that counted, selfless in the 
simple want of it. Didn't have one that lasted. 


Now, Apollo's done what any other god has: charmed mortals that piqued 
his interest, gave them the best he had under a false identity unless they 
could see through the mist or handle the truth, but he hasn't given his all to 
them. His heart. And Percy would be selfish to think it's any different for 
him, that Apollo considers him to be more than a friend who he really wants 
to fuck, who he really appreciates and bestows his favor upon, who he likes, 


but he wants him to have this. Percy wants him to feel as desired as he 
makes him feel, and beyond that, he just wants him to feel good. 


"Styx, Percy," Apollo says, his free hand caressing his cheek. There's a 
vulnerable light in his eyes, shaky and honest, that takes his breath away. 
"You're as mad as I am, aren't you?" 


"If by that you mean horny, then, yeah," Percy shrugs, and his heart swells 
with the way Apollo laughs, a little helpless. "Let me try. Please. Teach me. 
I'll have to learn anyway." 


Apollo loosens his grip on his hair, runs his hand through it instead, 
soothing and wonderful. "I suppose I am a rather good teacher." 


Percy pulls his underwear the rest of the way down, and Apollo steps out of 
it and his pants, before taking off his shirt as well, letting Percy run his 
hands over his sides, his chest, his belly, his hips. He finds himself staring 
at his cock again, this time for longer, hyping himself up, before looking at 
Apollo's face, wrapping a hand around it. He's fully hard, drops of precum 
coming out of it, and Percy feels weightless, just holding it. 


Apollo hums. "Open your mouth, close your eyes. I'm... a little too 
impatient to teach you technique right now, so just keep your jaw slack, 
your tongue still, cheeks hollowed, and let me fuck your mouth." 


Percy shivers. "Why is that so hot?" 


"T just can't help being so," Apollo winks, and Percy rolls his eyes, even as 
he silently agrees. "It's in my nature." 


"You called me a slut," Percy announces, out of nowhere, his mind clear 
enough for him to remember, and Apollo sputters, blushing. "Is that in your 
nature, too?" 


"You called me sir," Apollo counters, and Percy decides this was a bad 
direction to take this conversation. "Is that in yours?" 


Percy gives his answer by dropping his mouth open, leaning in, and licking 
at the tip of Apollo's cock. The taste isn't bad; salty, natural. Probably what 
his own tastes like, but it sends a thrill straight to his groin, pressure 
building again. As Apollo takes in a sharp breath, his grip on his hair goes 
back to being tight. 


"Kitten licks," Apollo mumbles, though he doesn't seem to be talking to 
him. "Of course you'd be like that, you curious bastard." 


Percy wraps his lips around the tip, trying to keep his teeth out of the way, 
and sucks once. It's harder than it looks in porn. Apollo pulls his hair, pulls 
him off, and shoves his fingers in his mouth, against his tongue, forcing it 
open. 


"No exploring tonight," he says, then leads Percy's hand off his cock to the 
back of his thigh. "Hold on here. Don't let go. Use both hands. I'll handle 
the rest." 


Percy doesn't even get a chance to agree before Apollo rocks his hips 
forwards, pressing the tip of his cock inside his mouth. It sits against his 
tongue for a few seconds, heavy and hot, and Percy closes his eyes, getting 
used to the feeling, experimentally rubbing his tongue against what he can 
reach and sucking. Apollo moans from over him, rocks his hips further in, 
and then back. 


It's just the tip, but the drag has Percy shivering, squeezing at Apollo's 
thighs, as more of it fills his mouth. He tries to do what Apollo said, letting 
his jaw go slack and dutifully keeping his teeth and tongue where they are, 
but it doesn't go too deep before Apollo finds his gag reflex— he doesn't 
choke, it isn't nearly that close not the back of his throat, but he makes a 
sound as he feels resistance, his mind fuzzy, and one of Apollo's hands runs 
through his hair, soothing. 


"Take a deep breath and relax," Apollo says, but Percy struggles to follow 
his command for quite a while, swallowing as drool starts accumulating in 
his mouth. Eventually, he gets used to the intrusion, moves to take Apollo 
deeper by himself, and the way praise reaches his ears only serves to stir up 


more heat, his body reacting with a wave of arousal. "That's it, you're doing 
great, baby. You feel so good. I'm going to move now, okay? I need..." 


Apollo sighs, rocking his hips again, and Percy marvels at how full his 
mouth feels. As he pushes in and out at a pace that gradually increases, until 
there's enough force behind them that Apollo has to grip and pull his hair in 
order to keep his head from moving. Percy would try feeling around with 
his tongue, to help him along, but he likes how this feels; he can barely 
breathe and his eyes start to water at some point, his lips a little sore from 
the stretch, but he has difficulty thinking about any of the uncomfortable 
aspects with Apollo groaning above him and thrusting into his mouth like 
he can't get enough of it. 


His cock hits the back of his throat and this time he does choke, but Apollo 
keeps him in place, giving him no chance to recover, and Percy curls his 
toes, one of his hands letting go of him in order to rub his cock, moaning 
around Apollo's. He didn't expect this to turn him on this much, but the 
feeling of fullness, the tenderness of Apollo's rough hands in his hair, the 
sounds of his mouth being fucked and that escape Apollo's lips— it's too 
much to ignore, and Percy's shivering with the need to come barely a few 
seconds later. 


"T thought perfection wasn't real," Apollo mumbles, breathless, then gasps. 
"Shit, you're jerking off? Naughty, Percy, do you like your mouth being 
used? Do you like it rough?" 


Percy struggles to meet his eyes, but he manages, and moans, squeezing the 
base of his dick. He doesn't want to cum yet. Not yet, shit, not until Apollo 
does. 


"Your thoughts are so loud," Apollo sighs, slowing down his pace, and 
Percy squeezes his eyes shut. "Are all your prayers usually this honest? I 
quite love them." 


Percy half-heartedly sucks his cock as a response, though he's not really 
sure what they're talking about. He's starting to feel floaty and warm, and 
all he wants is for Apollo to cum down his throat—whether he chokes or 
not doesn't matter. He wants to know what it feels like. 


Apollo's voice becomes strangled, and his pace quickens again, hand 
pulling at Percy's hair. "Fuck, very naughty. If this is you giving head, I'm 
terrified of you getting fucked like you deserve." 


Percy moans—now that makes sense to him, that does process in his head, 
and he's vaguely aware of his hips rolling into his fist, of an orgasm making 
his limbs tingly, of the shivers of his body and the vibrations of his throat, 
because Apollo is all he can think about. 


Apollo doesn't warn him when he cums. No, he lets the suddenness of it hit 
him full force, lets him choke for a couple seconds before pulling back—the 
rest of his cum paints his lips and his chin and Percy opens his eyes, looks 
up at him while blinking, slowly. 


"Percy," Apollo calls, tilting his head, and some things start registering. The 
soreness of his lips and throat, the sticky mess over his hand and lap. The 
liquid in his mouth, which he swallows, and Apollo's breath catches at that, 
makes him kneel on the bed and run his hands through his hair, soothing, 
familiar. "Are you alright?" 


Percy blinks, licks his lips. A hand that isn't his own wipes the stains on his 
skin. "I feel tingly." 


Apollo stares for a few seconds, and then kisses him, slowly, searching. The 
buzz starts clearing a little more, and he whines, pulling him closer. 


"T didn't know you wanted to give up control this badly," Apollo comments, 
kissing the corner of his mouth, and he coaxes Percy back against his 
pillows, lays him out carefully, digs his thumbs into his jaw to massage the 
soreness. "Are you returning to me now, or do you need a few more 
minutes?" 


Percy sighs. "I like it like this." 


"I know you do," Apollo leans down and presses a kiss against his forehead. 
"Do you want to take a shower, baby? Maybe a bath?" 


Percy hums. "I don't have a bathtub, but sure." 


"Shower it is, then," Apollo breathes against his temple, and then pulls him 
to the edge of the bed; he gets his arms under him and lifts him as if he 
weighs nothing, bridal style. The suddenness of it scares him, quickening 
his heartbeat and his mind, and Apollo notices because he chuckles as Percy 
wraps his arms around his neck, holding on a little too tightly. "Ah, did that 
wake you up?" 


"I'm awake," Percy protests, but it comes out rather weak; his voice is a 
raspy mess, and attempting to clear his throat is rather uncomfortable. 
"They never talk about this during porn." 


Apollo laughs so hard that anyone else would've probably dropped him— 
he's six feet tall, so is Apollo, and that's fucking him up because he's never 
been picked up like this and he's kinda digging it in a not-cutesy way—and 
steps into the bathroom. The shower turns itself on, which, Percy can do 
that too and has done so by accident, but the noise still spooks him, causing 
Apollo to clear his throat—hiding another laugh. 


"Very funny," Percy pouts, even as Apollo steps into the shower with him 
still in his arms. "Asshole." 


"Nothing being a demigod doesn't help, Perseus," Apollo chuckles, kissing 
his nose—ugh, ugh, that's fucking lovely—and as if to prove that, puts him 
down. The second his feet touch the water he feels a surge of energy, his 
mind clearing further; he instantly sighs. "Do you need help washing up?" 


Percy, with his arms still around his neck, pulls him in as he walks 
backwards until he's under the spray. He counts to five, and then he leans 
his head out of the water, blinking up at him. 


"I'm fine now," Percy shrugs, and rushes the rest of what's in his mind out 
when Apollo opens his mouth. "But if you leave me right now I'll make you 
regret it." 


Apollo's lips twitch with a smile, and one of his hands comes up to the back 
of his neck to tangle in his hair— he brings him in and kisses him and oh, 
gods, Percy has no idea what time it is, he can't remember what day it is, 
and he knows he had this very recently but he missed him so very much. 


"Can I get you a water bottle?" Apollo asks, which is not really the kind of 
dirty talk Percy was expecting, so he stares. Apollo stares back. "For your 
throat." 


Percy keeps staring, and just to get his point across, he runs a hand over 
Apollo's chest, then lower, and lower—Apollo clears his throat when he 
gets to the hair under his navel, raising his eyebrows. Percy stops, because 
he's a nice guy like that, but he really just wants to... 


Does this count as an addiction already? 
"Percy," Apollo starts. "What we just did was very intense." 
He nods. "Yeah." 


"Your brain just produced so much serotonin that you basically got a little 
high," Apollo clicks his tongue. "I'm guessing you know about this from 
class, young man?" 


"If you act like a teacher I'm just going to drop to my knees right now—" 


Another laugh, and Percy shares this one with a restrained giggle. Apollo 
kisses him again and then trails his fingers over his skin, from his jaw to his 
neck and then down his arms until he takes both his hands in his, bringing 
them up to his lips. 


"You're impossible," Apollo murmurs, looking at him from under his 
eyelashes. Wow. "Percy, you need rest, and we need to talk about what just 
happened. And also, I hate to be this person, but... may I remind you of the 
council meeting?" 


"Oh," Percy's high spirits drop, but not my much. The fact that Apollo is 
here means that it didn't go that badly, right? “You may not.” 


Apollo snorts, his smile blinding as he shakes his head. “I’m rubbing off on 
you, and that’s scary.” 


“There’s other parts that you could be rubbing off on me,” Percy points out, 
and Apollo’s response is to push him—gently yet firmly, which feels 


amazing—against the shower wall, leaning in so close that Percy can only 
see him. He comes so close that their lips brush, and Percy tilts his chin up, 
only for Apollo to lean back. Percy’s eyelids flutter. “That’s teasing.” 


“Yep!” Apollo winks, running wet, warm hands over his sides, lightly 
scratching with his nails. He smirks, then, eyes glinting— wicked, feral. 
Percy’s breath catches. “One day, I’m going to take you right here, against 
this wall, until not even the water can snap your energy back. But I’ll make 
you beg for it first, alright?” 


Percy shivers, eyes widening. “Apollo—” 


“You need better soap,” he interrupts, reaching over to grab Percy’s 
standard, drugstore-brand soap, that doesn’t smell of anything except clean. 
Percy blinks, and it changes color— and smell. Wow. “Do you like 
cinnamon?” 


“TI always smell like I just rolled around in beach sand anyways,” Percy 
points out, leaning against the wall. He can admit that he’s still tired, and 
that Apollo’s teasing words are making his breath short. He watches as he 
lathers up his hands, and doesn’t resist when the touch comes; Apollo 
pulling him in and tuming him around to start at his back, rubbing the soap 
into his skin. Percy presses his forehead against the wall. “Are you 
seriously going to bathe me?” 


“Tt’s called aftercare,” Apollo replies, chuckling. “Though, admittedly, the 
word is usually used in more specific scenarios, but this still... very much 
counts.” 


“Right,” Percy nods, sighing as Apollo digs his thumbs into his back, 
working out knots. It’s painful, but the relief that comes afterwards is very 
much worth it, and Apollo’s hands are usually soft and unblemished, but 
today Percy feels the callouses and scars of a warrior— of an archer. He 
quite likes it. “Your hands are so good...” 


A laugh, as Apollo moves to wash his arms. Perhaps Percy should protest, 
do it himself, but... he likes this. “You haven’t even seen all I can do with 
them.” 


Percy groans. “That’s not fair, don’t flirt with me right now.” 


“Why?” Apollo’s hands run back up to his shoulders, and then slip under 
his arms, starting on his chest. Percy stares down at them, gold on tan, scars 
on scars, fingers digging softly and slowly— circling his nipples and 
dragging nails down his stomach, stopping at his belly. He closes his eyes 
as he feels Apollo’s breath ghosting his ear, voice low as he speaks into it. 
“What if I do?” 


His dick twitches, amazingly. Gods, this is ridiculous. “Does aftercare 
involve getting me horny, then?” 


“Nope! I’m just messing with you,” Apollo draws back—then drops to his 
knees holyfuckingshit— “Don’t get excited, I’m just cleaning you.” 


Oh. Well. He might as well try to get a few of his thoughts straight, starting 
by why Apollo’s even doing this. “So, like, is this a thing that you do or 
what?” 


“You could say that, but I’m far from the only one. I don’t think I can even 
claim I invented it,’ Apollo sighs, then stands up, guiding Percy under the 
water spray. He turns around as he comes out, blinking up at him. “You’re 
awfully cute— anyways, this is just... a courtesy, you could say. It is a 
mostly BDSM concept, but you don’t need to have that sort of relationship 
to be considerate enough to make sure your partner is doing alright after 
having intense sex.” 


Percy feels his face heating. “BDSM? I mean, I kinda know what that is, 
but, uh— ” 


“Bondage, discipline, dominance, submission—” Percy makes a choking 
sound, and Apollo smiles down at him, anything but innocent. The 
mischievous glint in his eyes is rather telling. “It stands for a lot of things. 
A crafty child of Eros came up with it, from what I’ve heard. But don’t 
think too much about that, that’s... another level entirely, from where you 
stand. You did seem to have a taste of subspace, but let’s take it one step at 
a time.” 


“Subspace. Is that a sci-fi thing—” Percy stops himself, a lightbulb going 
off in his head. “Wait, hold on, you said something about serotonin?” 


“You felt so good and trusted me so much that you completely lost your 
sense of self for a little bit. Or, in other words, you got high.” Apollo stares 
at him for a second, frowning in thought, running a finger over a scar at his 
side— Geryon’s death curse. An arrow wound. Percy wonders if he knows. 
“I’m extremely sorry about that.” 


Percy blinks. “You’re sorry?” 


Apollo winces, and seems to look for an escape by grabbing Percy’s 
shampoo; he takes one look at it and raises his eyebrows, to which Percy 
turns around, not wanting to meet his eyes. He didn't mean to buy a 
hyacinth scented shampoo last week, he just grabbed something off the 
shelf, and he hasn’t even opened it. He winces as Apollo takes off the 
plastic sealing— but it does smell nice. Whoops. 


“I... Pll be honest, I didn’t expect you to trust me that much,” Apollo says, 
and Percy freezes, only to relax again as Apollo’s hands dig into his scalp, 
thoroughly washing his hair. “Trusting me with your body, that’s one thing 
— with your mind...” 


Percy swallows. “I have no issue with it.” 


“Really?” Apollo pauses, clicking his tongue. “I’m aware it feels good, 
Percy, amazing even, but you shouldn’t let that blind you.” 


“T’m not,” Percy closes his eyes, biting the inside of his cheek. Thinking of 
his thoughts from earlier tonight. He sighs. “I trust you, alright? I... maybe 
I shouldn’t, but I do, so far. I understand if you don’t want that, though, if 
that’s, I don’t know, too personal? Uh, you know what I mean.” 


“Percy,” Apollo starts, and then seems to think over his words carefully. He 
doesn’t say what he expects him to. “Perseus, I’ve never been given 
something as precious as that. Not since... you need to understand, I’m not 
sure if I should take it.” 


“Oh,” Percy says, and Apollo gives him time to think by gesturing for him 
to get under the water again, massaging the shampoo out of his hair. Percy 
hesitates to turn around, once he’s done, but Apollo holds his shoulder and 
invites him in, soap in his hands again, offering it. Percy takes it, and almost 
drops it out of nerves, setting back on the soap holder. “Is that... is that 
because of my dad, or is it just...>?” 


He can’t get himself to finish the question. Does he just not want it? Is he 
against that type of commitment? Does he not like it? Insecurities ring in 
his head and Percy can do little to stop it, ducking his chin to stare at 
Apollo’s collarbone, trying not to feel like he’s being rejected. 


“You could say that,” Apollo concedes, his voice as soft as velvet. Percy 
swallows. “Percy, I told you there are some things you shouldn’t have, even 
if you want them, didn’t I?” 


Percy glances up into his eyes, and he’s hit by the memories of the legends 
he read earlier tonight, at the deep sorrow he found there. Where did 
trusting Apollo ever get Coronis, or Cassandra, or Hyacinthus? Where did 
trusting a god ever get Maria di Angelo or May Castellan? 


“Yes, you did,” Percy nods, lowering his gaze again. “I... I understand.” 


“I’m not saying we can’t have... this,” Apollo says, and he sounds as 
unsure as Percy feels. The lack of a label is glaring. “I’m not saying you 
can’t trust me to take care of you in the bedroom, but I heed your father’s 
warnings, Percy, as I do everyone else's. The last thing I want is to cause 
you sorrow of any kind, and whatever you decide to give me of you is 
enough for me. You’ll have all of me back.” 


Percy meets his eyes. “You’ll let me take that much from you, but you 
won't take from me, even though you want it? How is that fair to you?” 


Apollo’s expression turns into a frown, but he seems unsure. The water 
turns off behind him, leaving them standing in silence, and then Apollo 
moves to get him a towel, wrapping his arms around him and keeping him 
warm as he lets the water naturally dry. 


They come out of the bathroom and Apollo dresses him in warm pajamas 
and socks and kisses his forehead, his lips, his nose, his hands, everywhere 
he can reach, as it happens. He changes the sheets with his god magic and 
fishes out Percy’s favorite blanket for him. Although, he isn’t sure if he 
knows it’s his favorite. 


Finally, Percy gets under the sheets, and Apollo sits by his side, over the 
blankets, running a hand through his hair, drying it with a touch, lingering 
on his cheek. 


He isn’t given an answer to his question. 


"Are you ready to sleep?” Apollo asks, as soft as he is cruel, as their eyes 
meet. Percy understands, now, from the myths, from his behaviour— 
Apollo’s never dared to take all from his lovers. Not since the tragedies. Not 
since his grief and his pain. Not in centuries or millennia. Not since all that 
love brought was unhappiness. 


What did Apollo do, that the other gods didn’t, that gave him this role? That 
makes him hesitate in ways no other god does now, when considering a 
relationship longer than one night or a few? Make fun of someone’s 
arrows? Hog the time of a boy that wanted him? 


His heart hurts, but he can’t be mad at him. He understands too much— he 
can see Apollo’s heart bleeding out of his sleeves for him, with every touch 
and kiss and word, now that he’s allowed himself to look. 


And how cruel is it that Apollo feels like Percy’s heart shouldn’t bleed 
back? 


Should he try to change his mind? Gods, Percy wants him to feel like he 
makes him feel, he had this thought earlier. Apollo, for all his faults and his 
anger and his bad decisions, deserves a second chance at this. Percy wants 
him to know that, but he doesn’t know how to make him believe it. 


.. not yet, at least. It doesn’t sound like a bad New Year’s resolution. 


“Percy?” Apollo asks, making him blink back to reality. He stares at him 
carefully, but Percy sees it, that edge of admiration, of devotion. He drowns 
in it. “I think you are ready for bed.” 


"Sure," Percy agrees easily, yawning, holding his gaze. He sighs, and then 
turns his head to kiss Apollo's palm, trying to reflect his feelings. He wills a 
hint of them to escape through his lips. "Are you staying?" 


Apollo gazes down at him, a soft smile on his lips. Honest, honest, honest, 
so much so it hurts. "Do you want me to?" 


"Always," Percy confesses, and then he buries his head into his pillow, 
closing his eyes, tangling his hands blindly in Apollo's hair. He hopes he 
doesn’t sound desperate. "Don't go." 


"IT won't," Apollo reassures him, laying down over him, giving him his 
warmth. “I won’t.” 


Percy closes his eyes, and allows himself to dream that he truly means that. 


19. Chapter 19 


Notes for the Chapter: 


aha, this is where the fun stuff starts. just a heads up, this also contains 
smut... im not even going to excuse myself for that. but also, there's 
only 10 to 15 chapters left of this fic! yep. you might be thinking that's 
too much or too little, but i think it's just perfect for what i have in 
mind. don't worry, it's a happy ending. 


so, please enjoy! 


They have their overdue chat about Poseidon in the morning, as Percy has 
breakfast. Apollo watches him with careful eyes, taking in the knowing 
light in his gaze. Last night was... complicated. It’s evident Percy sees 
through him. He sees that he wants him and that he won't take all his pieces, 
because Apollo isn’t in the business of tearing demigods apart as collateral 
damage between godly fights. He had enough of that during Troy. He had 
enough of that with Luke Castellan and with Jason Grace. 


Apollo, in turn, sees that Percy doesn’t seem to agree with that. But this is 
another dead-end, for now, and Percy seems to know that. He’ll let this 
grow organically... he’ll let their feelings speak for themselves. And that's 
terrifying. 


Apollo wouldn’t call it love, not yet, though he feels like he’s quickly 
approaching the brink of it from his side, a millennia of existence making it 
far, far easier than it should be. Gods always fall in for mortals so deeply. It 
seems unfair to him that they get overly involved this fast, but maybe it’s 
just him that feels it like a constant aching wound. Maybe it’s just him that 
doesn’t have a skin thick enough to withstand eternity. 


What a beautiful morning to have an existential crisis; Poseidon sent some 
rain just for them, and Apollo’s pretty sure the Bay Area is going to have a 
mild tropical storm. He can feel it in his bones. Despite it, they don't pay 
attention to the sky, focused on each other. They're sitting side by side at the 


tiny kitchen bar and pretending that there weren't any thinly veiled 
confessions last night. 


He could honestly have this for a long, long time, and be perfectly content. 


“You really said all that to my dad?” Percy raises his eyebrows at him, and 
Apollo winces, nodding as Percy hums. “Not gonna lie, that’s kinda hot.” 


Apollo rolls his eyes. “Of course you’d find imminent danger to be a turn- 
on.” 


“It’s not about the danger,” Percy points his spork at him— Apollo has no 
idea why he’s eating yogurt with that, but the image is far too charming. He 
has a vision in his mind’s eye of Percy getting used to them for the sake of 
his baby sister. It’s tooth-rotting adorable. “It’s about you standing up for 
yourself in the face of a bunch of bullshit. It’s hot.” 


“Do you want me to stand up for myself, against you?” Apollo crosses his 
arms over the table and rests his chin over them, fluttering his eyelashes at 
Percy. He laughs, shaking his head, but he catches a little bit of red on his 
cheeks. So easy; his smile becomes a smirk. “You clearly liked the 
authoritarian tone last night, hm?” 


Percy breaks eye contact and sighs, his smile wide, his face redder. “Don’t 
call me out, dude. You gave me exactly what I wanted, and more.” 


Apollo’s mind provides him with a vivid flashback to Percy’s naked body, 
to the feeling of his ass around his fingers and tongue, to his eyes, gazing up 
at him as he fucked his mouth, to the vulnerable, amazed shine of them as 
his mind swirled with a cocktail of good feelings. He clears his throat 
before that can get in the way of having an adult conversation, or worse, 
make him picture Percy on his back, legs spread open— 


Shit. 


Fine. Moving on. “Percy, you need to practice your timing for prayers.” 


Percy licks yogurt off his top lip and wow, does that fucking bring more 
flashbacks to last night. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that... kind of. It ended up 
well for me. So, Nico and Will know? And also a bunch of demigods?” 


“Unfortunately,” Apollo sighs, and Percy snorts. “Oh, so you think this is 
funny?” 


“No, I mean, them finding out like that is kinda shitty, but— I just realized 
something,” Percy pauses, looking at Apollo with that rebellious twinkle in 
his eye. Oh, no. “You’re a DILF.” 


About a thousand kink possibilities pop up in his head faster than ads on 
shady websites. It ruins his self-control. “If you keep saying shit like that, 
I’m going to bend you over my knee, sweetheart.” 


Percy gets visibly riled up from that. Apollo knows because he almost 
misses the next sporkful of yogurt he brings up to his mouth, blinking fast 
and holding his breath. He lets out a fuck under his breath, and then seems 
to swallow whatever feelings Apollo just injected in him with his yogurt. 


"So you really like me," Percy says, clearing his throat, and Apollo tries to 
balance his breathing but it's really really hard, when such a crucial piece of 
information is tossed in the air like that. The fact that Percy looks happy 
about it, too; the self-satisfied, soft grin on his lips doesn't help at all. "You 
wouldn't have told him all that otherwise." 


"Did you think I was hanging out with you because I secretly hated you?" 
Apollo winks, and Percy rolls his eyes. "Of course I like you, Percy. A lot. 
What's not to like?" 


Percy opens his mouth as if he's actually going to point out reasons he's not 
perfect, but Apollo covers his ears with his hands. Percy stares at him and 
shakes his head, but his smile widens. 


"I'm not letting you self-deprecate." Apollo declares, lowering his hands. 
Percy scrunches up his nose. "No complaints, baby. If you could see me as I 
see you, you'd be hard pressed to find a flaw that doesn't just make you 
more beautiful." 


Percy goes so red, Apollo worries for a second that he's having an allergic 
reaction to the yogurt. Then Percy bites his lip, like he tends to do, and he 
realizes his compliments are still making him flustered. 


"Gods," Percy mumbles, ducking his chin. "I... I mean, you too, I guess. 
You're not that bad." 


"It's like pulling teeth," Apollo huffs out a laugh, and then he leans into 
Percy's space, letting their shoulders touch, his breath ghosting his skin. 
"That's not a compliment." 


Percy stares up at his ceiling as if looking for help; he has a god right beside 
him, though, so Apollo thinks that's unnecessary. 


"I've told you you're pretty," Percy sighs, turning his head to look at him, 
embarrassed but honest. "Like, really pretty. And great at blowjobs." 


Apollo flutters his eyelashes. "And what else do you like about me, little 
hero?" 


Percy swallows, but his shoulders drop with his resistance, and he stares at 
Apollo in silence for a moment, thinking. He is not ready for what comes 
out of his mouth. 


"T like that you're warm. And not just your temperature, just... the way you 
can make people feel. Now, at least, you're just... you understand us," Percy 
pauses, lips twitching. "I guess you're sweet— or that you can be sweet, 
without sacrificing your edge. And I like that you're smart and you pretend 
you aren't and I like that when you care about people... you give them 
everything they could ever want, even if it hurts you. You're more honest 
with yourself, lately, than a lot of people I've met. I like that you're trying." 


Oh. 


Don't cry, his mind supplies, but Apollo is made of light and music and 
harmony; all soft things, fragile things, easy to disturb by casting a shadow 
over them and bringing forth his temper, opening up his feelings. 


He manages to keep most of his tears to himself, but his voice comes out 
choked out and he has to blink out moisture. "That's... actually the nicest 
thing anyone's ever said to me, probably. That was beautiful." 


Percy's expression softens; it's a wonderful thing, how such a hard-set jaw 
and brow-line can become so vulnerably honest, understanding and 
delicate. He is definitely not at all Poseidon's doing in that regard. Apollo 
owes Sally Jackson quite a few fruit baskets and blessings. 


"I'm just telling the truth. Don't be silly," Percy mumbles, reaching out to 
run his fingers through his hair. He stares at the curls, cheeks red, and then 
meets his eyes. "You're the poet here, right?" 


Apollo takes a deep breath. "I could sing about you for eternity and it still 
wouldn't be enough to encapsulate you, Persus Jackson." 


Percy breaks eye contact so fast, taking his hand back so he can stare into 
his yogurt, that Apollo can hear the plumbing getting nervous in preparation 
for an accidental outburst of embarrassment. He’s quite flattered by it. 


“You’re so cruel to yourself, and to me as a result,” Percy says, lips curling 
downwards with a frown— not angry, resigned. Thoughtful, now aware that 
he's denying himself, denying them both. Apollo feels a little more moisture 
in his eyes, because it’s a truth that hurts, that has never stopped hurting. He 
can’t blame Percy for pointing it out. “We’re made from the same stuff, you 
and I, aren’t we?” 


Apollo sniffles, finding it in himself to snort. “Both our names can have 
destructive meanings, Percy. But, objectively, no, because gods and mortals 
are different— metaphorically, perhaps. Does that change anything for you 
at all?” 


Percy sighs, as if thinking about it, and then shrugs. “I was tempted to kill 
Luke Castellan by my own hand, that day, and deny him Elysium and 
rebirth. I wanted to personally tear Gaea apart with my bare hands. I’ve 
considered running away from prophecies multiple times— by staying with 
Calypso, by going away on a holiday, by never stepping foot near Camp 
Jupiter. A part of me enjoyed the sound of Akhlys choking.” 


A pause. 
“Does that change anything for you, Phoebus?” 


Apollo swallows, then smiles— showing teeth, letting it be sharp, letting 
his carefully constructed calm drop for a second, to let the Phoebus Apollon 
that enjoyed plaguing Greek camps and hunting down the Niobids rear his 
head. It is not who he is anymore, but it is a part of him, similar to the part 
of Percy that could tear Olympus down if he so wished, if he realized he 
could. The part of him that could’ve been a god. Perfection isn't real but 
Apollo feels like if it is, Percy's closer to it than he is. 


“That just makes me like you more,” Apollo says, then leans in to kiss him; 
just a feather touch over the corner of Percy’s lips, a hand coming up his 
back to wrap around the nape of his neck, his thumb digging into a rabitting 
heartbeat, his ears catching onto the sound of Percy taking a deep breath. 
“Would you dare being what breaks me, Ilepoevc? Do you have that in 
you?” 


Percy meets his eyes evenly. “Break you? Never. Not even if you tried to 
force my hand.” 


Apollo laughs— of course. When has Percy ever met expectations without 
speeding past them? He could give Hermes a run for his money, much like 
Apollo has. “What a cruel mortal I’ve found, for a cruel god like myself, 
hm?” 


“Shut up,” Percy breathes out, and kisses him, pulling him in by the hair. 
It’s a rather rough clash of lips; if Apollo weren’t as experienced at it, their 
teeth would’ve met. As it is, he just sucks Percy’s bottom lip into his mouth 
and stands up, pulling him up— what’s left of his yogurt spills over the 
counter as Percy accidentally puts it down violently, but he barely needs to 
Spare it a thought to make the mess go away. 


Percy ends up sitting on the bar, legs around his waist and pushing his socks 
off with his feet as Apollo dives his hands under his shirt, running them 
over the scars, the soft skin, the beauty marks and the freckles. 


He hums, trailing his lips over Percy’s perfect jaw. “I don’t recall myself 
blessing you with beauty when you were born. Tell me, are you perhaps a 
descendant of Aphrodite? Eros? Adonis? A Roman god, maybe? Certainly 
not myself, I would know.” 


Percy laughs. “That’s an odd pick-up line. Didn’t you fuck Adonis?” 


“Everyone fucked Adonis. He was annoying,” Apollo snorts. “Nowhere 
near as fascinating as you. A side-effect of spending so much time with 
Persephone and Aphrodite, no doubt.” 


“You’re rude,” Percy tries to admonish him, but the effect is lost with how 
he’s trying to get his lips back on his. Apollo doesn’t budge, and doesn’t 
move his hands. The sadist in him is quite pleased with the way Percy 
squirms. “Persephone is nowhere near as bad as Aphrodite. She's practically 
bat-shit sometimes.” 


“Oh, you brilliant thing, how have you not gotten incinerated by a god 
before now? And you call me rude.” Apollo sighs, pressing himself closer 
to Percy. He’s rewarded with a look that bounces back and forth between 
exasperated and captivated. “You would’ve gotten along with Achilles— 
another disrespectful demigod, but an excellent warrior. Lousy lover, 
though.” 


Percy leans back to look at him with raised eyebrows. “I met Achilles by 
the Styx. You fucked him too?” 


“Maybe,” Apollo says, because that’s something he shouldn’t have brought 
up, really. Bad memories, those. “In a dream, perhaps. Not if you ask him, 
for sure, but his boyfriend still holds that grudge, even if he’s nice about it. 
You won’t find that gossip anywhere.” 


Percy tilts his head. “Didn’t you kill them both?” 


“This is a rather awful shift in conversation,” Apollo kisses his neck and 
bites playfully at his skin, then goes upwards so he can speak against his 
ear. “I certainly hope that your sudden knowledge of those myths has 
nothing to do with recent research, Perseus.” 


“Wikipedia hardly counts as research,” Percy mumbles back, and Apollo 
groans in despair. “Don’t worry— I’m not judging you. It’s been like two, 
three-thousand years? More or less? Sure, killing them both indirectly was 
really homophobic of you—” 


“Dear me, not this shit again—” 


“but you get the benefit of the doubt from me,” Percy grins at him, 
cheeky and bright. There’s not a drop of innocence in his body, not really, 
Apollo knows he’s seen too much, but it’s mesmerizing how he hasn’t lost 
his sense of wonder, of joy for small things, such as this banter. “As long as 
you do that thing with your tongue again, that is.” 


“Oh, so you’ve evolved to threatening me with sex?” Apollo chuckles, 
kisses Percy’s cheek, then his lips. “Scary. Do tell, though, was there 
something about last night that you didn’t like?” 


Percy shoots him an unimpressed look. “That you made me beg you to get 
you off, fucker.” 


“T thought that was fun,” Apollo kisses him again, a longer touch that he 
makes sure lingers on Percy’s lips. Judging by the look he gives him 
afterwards, it works. “When else am I going to get to see and hear the 
twice-savior of Olympus begging for me, otherwise?” 


“Tf you play your cards right,” Percy starts, his voice low. The twinkle in his 
eyes looks like it’s foretelling a natural disaster; one Apollo is all too eager 
to stand outside and watch. “Maybe more often than you’d think.” 


Apollo whistles and digs his nails into Percy’s skin, before finally taking off 
his shirt. Untangling himself from Percy’s legs, he sits back on the stool, 
between his knees, a picture forming in his head. “Would you mind if I 
defiled you on this surface, Perseus?” 


Percy groans. “I’m never going to be able to feel threatened by my full 
name again thanks to you.” 


“That’s not a yes,” Apollo points out, lowering the hem of Percy’s 
sweatpants. The muscles of his abdomen jump with it, and Apollo glances 
up at him to raise his eyebrows. Percy’s getting red enough to put his prize 
cows to shame again. “We work on a yes or no basis, Percy. I’ll speak 
clearly and plainly: do you want me to eat you out again, yes or no?” 


“Yeah,” Percy breaths out, sighing, tensing up under him as Apollo runs his 
hands over his thighs once, before pulling at his pants. Percy leans back on 
the bar with his hands, lifting his hips, so Apollo can work more efficiently. 
When he speaks, it’s breathy and high on his throat. “Yeah, yes, definitely, 
fuck—” 


“Your eloquence is impressive,” Apollo leans down to kiss his belly, bites a 
hickey into the skin of his hip. "How about some Spanish now? Maybe 
French? Italian? I'm fluent in both, you know, and my Japanese isn't half- 
bad—" 


Percy brings his legs up and rests them on his shoulders; Apollo shuts 
himself up faster than he thought he could, interrupted by the reality of 
Percy's strong, thick thighs around his neck. 


"Oh, that works," Percy comments, a smug smile on his lips. Apollo blinks 
at him. "I'd rather you put your mouth to use elsewhere right now." 


"Impressive," Apollo admits. "I might have to introduce a punishment 
system for brats." 


Percy colors a deep, lovely red. "I'm not a brat—" 


Apollo presses a kiss right at the base of Percy’s dick, throwing his pants 
and underwear over his shoulder, which seems just as efficient at shutting 
him up. He doesn’t bother to glance up at him; no, he wants to spend some 
time down here, make him ask for it nicely. The second he takes him in his 
hand Percy’s hand tangles in his hair, an audible breath leaving him, and 
Apollo allows himself a smile before licking his way up to his tip, wrapping 
his lips around it before taking him deeper. 


“Ah!” Percy lets out a short-lived but intense yelp; Apollo can feel the 
goosebumps from where his other hand rests on his thigh. His hand tugs at 
his hair, but Apollo stays focused, and that seems to frustrate him because 
Percy allows himself to whine. “Apollo, that’s... gods, I don’t wanna cum 
too soon...” 


Apollo sucks the head of his cock and Percy releases his hair to slam his 
hand on the counter, shivering. He pulls back, licking his lips, and raises an 
eyebrow at him. “I’m barely getting started, sunshine, don't worry. 
Breakfast is a really important meal, is it not?” 


Percy squeezes his eyes shut. “Did you just call me breakfast?” 


“T called you sunshine, Percy,” Apollo says, and before Percy can roll his 
eyes, he sets his hands under his thighs and brings him closer— Percy’s 
tailbone is basically the only thing holding him against the kitchen bar as 
his body slides down, apart from Apollo’s shoulders and his hands giving 
him a semblance of leverage. Not the most scandalous position he’s ever 
rimmed someone in, but certainly a favorite. It’s like having a meal. “Pay 
attention to what I tell you, baby.” 


“Tam ADHD—” 


Apollo grabs his ass and lifts him even further, and Percy curses as he has 
no other option but to lay back, unless he wants to upset their balance. 
Apollo would never let him fall, of course, but it’s always a lot more fun to 
pretend that could happen. 


“Really not the point,” Apollo mumbles, and then turns his head to take a 
bite out of Percy’s left thigh. Gods, he loves them— he’s been fantasizing 
about these ever since he saw Percy lower himself from that Colossus. He 
makes sure to suck the skin and heat up his lips and make it really messy, 
leaving a few smaller companions around it. If Percy feels it when he sits 
next, then that’s just a bonus. 


He licks his way to Percy’s rim. The first brush has Percy cursing, trying to 
close his legs only to find the obstacle of, well, Apollo, after which he 


seems to realize he’s very, very exposed, because he whines and digs his 
feet into his back. 


Apollo doesn’t give in to what he decides is a silent plea to go faster. He 
licks him slowly, going all the way back up to the base of his dick and 
sucking, before coming back down, pressing at his perineum with his 
tongue— Percy’s breath audiby catches and his feet are digging in again, 
but Apollo continues, gathering spit on his tongue. 


He pushes his tongue inside him without shyness. Moans reach his ears like 
prayers and Percy does that thing again where he’s thinking too loudly and 
with too much purpose, riling him up. Try as he might to keep his cool, 
being like this with him, sharing these moments...it feels special and 
beautiful. The underlying fear of it all, that he will somehow screw them 
up, gets reduced to whispers that he can’t hear over the rush that cause 
Percy’s reactions and sounds, and it doesn’t matter that Apollo’s done this 
before, that he’ll probably do it again in who knows how long, with 
someone else. 


No, this is about them, together, and about now. There’s no need to wonder 
or worry about anything else when he has someone like Percy under his 
hands, someone who could’ve easily joined Olympus and fit right in. 
Someone that’s coiled so tightly with power that he doesn’t know what to 
do with it, someone that loves deeply enough that it makes it impossible to 
leave space for most negative emotions, that gets under your skin until you 
wonder if he was always there. 


So he gets Percy wet and open with his tongue until he can slip a finger 
right in, then two against his prostate, then go back to deep-throating him 
until he’s moaning and calling out loud enough that Apollo hears banging 
on the wall that connects to the other apartment on his floor. Percy can’t 
cover his mouth because his instinct tells him that he has to keep his 
chances of falling low, and Apollo is making sure that he lasts, so he 
chuckles at his frustration, pulling off and looking at his face. 


Percy looks pissed, but his words would make you think otherwise. 
“Apollo, please, I’m— I’m so close, please, please, please—” 


“Sing a little louder,” Apollo requests, though it’s only so in a vague form, 
since he’s not truly asking. Percy’s eyes widen, and his mouth falls open 
again when Apollo pushes a third finger in. He hums. “You take these so 
well, baby, don’t you agree?” 


“I...” Percy starts, but then Apollo re-angles his wrist and thrusts a little 
harder. “Fuck! Not fair—” 


“We’ ll talk about fair after you cum,” Apollo winks, and Percy tries to glare 
at him, but he’s too busy letting his head fall back, swallowing, shivering so 
hard that Apollo knows he’s getting there. He goes back to sucking his tip, 
keeping his eyes on him as he whimpers and rolls his hips, hesitant because 
of his placement. To his delight, he does start moaning louder, his name 
being the only distinguishable word among the babble of affirmations and 
encouragement. 


Sweating, red and breathless, as naked as one can be, Percy paints one of 
the most gorgeous pictures he’s ever seen, and Apollo is so caught off guard 
for a second by the beauty of it, that he decides to take pity on him. 


“Percy, next time we do something like this...” he starts, though Percy only 
seems to be able to nod along to anything he says right now, not really 
paying attention. That’s quite alright. Maybe it can be a surprise instead. 
“Forget it. You’ ll see, baby.” 


A groan, bordering on a sob, and Apollo finishes him off by taking him into 
his mouth and syncing the thrusts of his fingers with the bob of his head. 
It’s over faster than he thought it would be, though maybe that’s to be 
expected when Percy probably hasn’t been teased like this before. 


He swallows every drop of him and leaves his fingers inside, feeling as he 
clenches, as he shivers. The irrational jealousy that he feels towards his own 
hand is to be expected, and the sight of Percy’s back arching is a work of art 
worthy of the best museums in the world, one that he’s been blessed as 
being the only one to see like this. 


There’s also the plus of Percy trying to crush him with his thighs as his 
orgasm works its way through his body. Now, that is great. If Percy were a 


fast-food, sit-down breakfast service, he would leave an outstanding Yelp 
review. 


The second Percy recovers his bearings, he’s slipping his legs off his 
shoulders and sliding the rest of the way down the bar, landing on his lap. 
The look he gives him is smoldering, even if dazed, and he leans in to kiss 
him slowly— a wonderful way to top off the morning, really. 


“Apollo...” Percy mumbles, wrapping his arms around his neck. He hums 
to let him know he’s listening. “Can’t you just... the tip...?” 


It takes him a second to realize what he’s asking, but when he does, he lets 
out a laugh— Percy immediately hits him on the arm, frowning at him as 
his face remains very red, and Apollo forgoes a response, shaking his head. 
Burying his face against his neck, he sighs. 


“C’mon, Percy,” he whispers back. “Don’t you want to lear how to 
actually suck cock first?” 


Percy whines. “Gods, Apollo, you’re going to get me kicked out of this 
building just through noise complaints, aren’t you?” 


“Maybe. But that’s the best way to go, don’t you agree?” Apollo points out, 
and when Percy shoots him a confused look, he smirks. “All of New Rome 
will definitely know I’m fucking you, after all—” 


Needless to say, they have a busy day. 


Percy shouldn't have let Ella convince him to wear the Santa hat. And, for 
that matter, take the Christmas Eve shift. Why is he a nice person? Why 
can't he just be shit and say no, I'm not taking a hell shift, and spend the day 
lazing around, wishing that Apollo would come back from Norway, or 
Sweden, or wherever the fuck he is? 


Saturnalia ended yesterday. With that, regular business came back in order, 
which means Percy is being a good worker and helping people shop for 


last-minute presents in the form of—you guessed it—books, while wearing 
the corresponding uniform. 


Annabeth walks through the door and immediately covers her mouth with 
her hand and darts around the bookshelves. Piper is not so kind; she 
approaches the counter and flicks the bell at the top of his hat, snorting 
when it rings. 


"Welcome to Cyclops Books and Prophecies and Orange Cat, what can I get 
you?" Percy deadpans, and Piper starts laughing. He huffs. "Fuck off." 


"That hat does not go with all the black, mister," Piper says, pulling at his 
black hoodie. It inadvertently reveals the skin of his neck, showing off the 
huge, painful purple and red bite marks— he slaps her hand away as she 
whistles. "Damn, I didn't know sun gods qualified as vampires." 


"It was an accident," Percy protests, but it's a weak one. It was an accident, 
sure, in the sense that he had asked for it as Apollo fucked his thighs. It was 
the closest they've been to penetration and just thinking about it sends heat 
through his body. Fuck. "Don't ask, or I'm telling everyone you were the 
one that got us arrested in Oklahoma." 


Piper winces. "You're a bitch." 


"Are you two fighting about Oklahoma again?" Hazel pops up silently to 
their left, scaring them both. She came in earlier today, leaving the morning 
shift to Frank so she could take a break. She's holding Aristophanes in her 
arms, the cat purring away happily, as she looks at them with suspicion. "I 
thought we agreed never to speak of it again." 


"We're lucky Percy's white passing," Piper snorts, and then gestures towards 
a pair of rings Hazel's wearing. Percy stares at them. "Those are pretty. Are 
they new? I've never seen them before." 


Hazel looks at her rings and grins. "Oh, Apollo gave me these yesterday! I 
didn't think he would bother with gifts, honestly, but he's full of surprises. 
He also gave Frank a new bow— blessed by him, or maybe he owned it 
some time ago. Something like that." 


"Neat," Piper nods, like this isn't strange at all. "He gave me and Annabeth 
this portrait— really cool, actually, it was what the living room was 
missing. He painted it himself." 


"Oh, that's such a nice gesture." 
"T heard from Leo he got a new tool belt—how many does he even need?" 
"Meg got a second unicom, apparently—" 


"Hold up," Percy interrupts, holding up a hand, but then someone comes up 
to pay for a few books, which forces him to shift gears. He notices with 
trepidation that it's his neighbor, who stares at him quite disgruntled, no 
doubt from all the noise, but Percy just rings them up as fast as he can and 
then turns towards the girls again, blowing some Santa hat fluff off his 
forehead. "Hold on, you all got gifts from Apollo?" 


Hazel and Piper exchange a look. It is Hazel that answers. "Well, yes. Did 
he not get you any?" 


Percy thinks back to two nights ago and feeling Apollo's cock rubbing 
against his ass. He hesitates. "I don't think so? Um. Did he verbalize that it 
was a gift?" 


Hazel and Piper exchange another look. Piper clears her throat. "Yeah? 
Maybe he just... forgot to give you a Saturnalia gift? Oh! Maybe he's 
saving it for tomorrow. Right, Hazel?" 


Hazel swallows and forces a smile. "Absolutely?" 
"I'm going to cry," Percy announces, for no particular reason. He's not 
actually going to cry, but he's really offended. He came over yesterday and 


didn't tell him? "Honestly, what... I was with him when he bought those 
rings, he said they were for Aphrodite." 


"Maybe he likes causing mass confusion?" Hazel suggests. "Uh, I know 
he's all about order and stuff, but—" 


"Whatever," Percy waves it off. "I'll just refuse to suck him off—" 


"Dear Hades, Percy, this is a family shop," Annabeth pops up from their 
right, putting down a pile of books for him to ring up. He notices that one of 
them is one that he already got for her, so he subtly removes it as Annabeth 
looks at Piper. "What are we talking about?" 


"Apollo didn't get his boyfriend a Saturnalia gift." Piper says, ignoring 
Percy's warning look. Annabeth snorts. "He's jealous about it." 


Percy chokes. "I'm not— what the fuck? I'm not jealous—" 


"Oh, he is jealous," Annabeth nods, looking at him with her eyes narrowed. 
Percy stares back. After a few seconds, she smiles. "Don't worry, Percy, I'm 
guessing it'll just be a little harder to give than a bookstore gift card." 


Speaking of the devil, Annabeth pulls out a gift card from her wallet and 
hands it to him. Ugh. He shouldn't have said yes to this shift. 


"I've been wondering, now that we're on the topic of gift-giving," Hazel 
speaks up, breaking the otherwise still silence. Percy glances at her. 
"When's your anniversary?" 


Percy freezes. "Uh, what?" 


Piper and Annabeth stare at him as if he's gone mad. Annabeth takes over. 
"You know, the date of the month in which your relationship turns a month 
or a year or a decade older? We did have a few of those." 


"Oh," Percy says, voice breaking. The girls look at him with identical 
expressions of confusion to his own. "Oh, we... we haven't been counting." 


"Right," Annabeth says, slowly, then glances at his neck. Slowly, she 
reaches over to straighten his hoodie. "Too busy fucking?" 


Percy blushes. "We don't just do that." 


"She's messing with you," Piper rolls her eyes, leaning on the counter. From 
the way she meets his eyes, she's giving him a warming regarding his story 
about how long he's been with Apollo. He... he probably should've thought 
about this prior. "Percy, this means he owes you several gifts." 


"Wouldn't I owe him gifts too, though?" 
"He's already with you, that's a gift—" 


Hazel interrupts before Percy can decide whether he wants to fight Piper to 
the death or not. "Well, maybe you guys should agree on a date! It could be 
a fun exercise. I support it.” 


Gods bless Hazel Levesque, honestly. Annabeth seems to think the same. "I 
agree. That'd be sweet." 


"Sure," Percy nods, unsure. He's not confident in Apollo wanting to put a 
date to it, much like he's not confident on a label. These last few days, 
though, from his end...well, Percy wouldn't mind calling him his boyfriend, 
in all honesty. "What should I get him?" 


Annabeth looks at him critically, and nods. "That Santa hat on you, and 
nothing else. Maybe a ribbon?" 


"Definitely a ribbon," Piper comments. Percy stares at them, then turns 
towards Hazel for help. 


Hazel tilts her head. "Hm... you probably want to get some chocolate and 
candles, too, to set the scene—" 


Betrayed. 
He's been betrayed. 


Great. "You can't be fucking serious—" 


As far as alcoholic drinks go, eggnog is quite alright in Percy's book, if it 
has enough sugar in it. 


The Secret Santa round went well. Annabeth loved her books, even if she 
seemed a little offended that he thought she needed help with her knitting. 
Hazel got him a sweater, along with a few bottles of nail polish, and an 


earring that changes colors according to his mood. She had enchanted it 
herself. Percy hugged her so tight, he could almost rival Frank's own hugs. 


"Is Christmas Eve usually like this for you guys?" Percy mumbles, 
watching the wood in the fireplace crack, feeling sleepy. It's barely ten p.m., 
and they already had dinner. His mom usually makes such a feast that they 
take another hour to even start eating. 


Hazel, snuggled up with Frank in an armchair, hums. "What do you mean, 
like this?" 


Percy sighs. "Quiet. New York is so loud." 


"You miss it," Frank points out, playing with Hazel's fingers, looking at her 
gold rings. Percy adverts his eyes, feeling his breath catch. He wants 
something as domestic as that, and the thought is painful. "Like, you miss it 
a lot." 


"I do," Percy nods, taking another sip of his eggnog. "I should've gone 
home... but then I wouldn't have Apollo... gods, I'm so dumb." 


Hazel and Frank exchange a look. Sometimes, they remind Percy too much 
of the way his parents share a look; Frank's even doing the same eyebrow 
thing Paul does. It's fascinating. He loves them. 


"Weren't you guys already...together, but not really?" Hazel asks, her words 
slow. Percy's been drinking a lot of eggnog, to be fair, and he is really 
Sleepy, so he forgives her for the tone. 


He won't forgive himself for his honesty. "Nah. I made it up and he went 
with it— I'm so sorry, guys. Gods. I lied to you. What kinda piece of shit 
friend does that? Just lies like that? I'm so sorry. I love you. And now I 
really want to date him, like, officially, but it's so fucking messy—" 


"Wow, dude," Frank holds up a hand. "Are you serious? I totally thought 
you were gone for him after like, two days." 


Percy sniffles. Gods, he shouldn't have had that cocktail Piper handed him. 
For all he knows, there was actual poison in it. It feels so good to tell the 
truth, though. Percy feels himself being relieved and angry at the same time 
because of it, because he's really just... a mess. 


"He's blond," he says, miserable. Hazel, for her part, snorts. Percy pouts. 
"Don't laugh, it's just— he's great, guys. Like for real. He's so much fun, 
and he's so sweet, and gods, he's so fucking good at giving head, it drives 
me nuts—" 


"That's quite enough," Hazel clears her throat, going pink. She stands up 
from Frank's lap and walks over to him, taking his cup of eggnog from his 
hand. "We should probably call it quits for you. You were working all day, 
and you seem tired. Annabeth and Piper won't mind if you couch their guest 
room earlier than predicted." 


"Fuck off," Percy mumbles, then regrets it. "I'm sorry, Hazel. Don't fuck off. 
I'm drunk." 


"You really are," Frank comes up behind Hazel, and offers up his hand. 
Percy stares at it, then takes it; Frank pulls him up with barely any effort, 
Hazel helping him wrap Percy's arm around his neck so he can drag him. 
"Have you gotten heavier?" 


"Did you just call me fat?" Percy pauses. "Do you think Apollo will still 
like me? He's already so pretty..." 


"You're god-tier-pretty, Percy, don't worry," Hazel soothes him, running a 
hand through his hair to get it off his forehead. She has to get on her tiptoes 
for it, which makes Percy love her even more. "He's lucky to have you." 


Percy takes a deep breath. "Cool." 
"What's going on?" Annabeth asks, coming from the kitchen. Piper is 


behind her, her face covered in lipstick—that explains why they were gone 
so long. Probably ran across mistletoe. 


"Percy hit the eggnog way too hard," Frank shrugs. "He just confessed to 
your theory that Apollo was helping him fake their relationship, and also to 
your other theory that he would end up actually dating him anyways." 


Percy blinks as Annabeth raises her eyebrows, and Piper bursts out 
laughing. "What?" 


"Don't worry about it," Annabeth says, lips twitching. "Guest room, Frank. 
Good night, Percy." 


"Fuck you?" Percy asks, and then Frank drags him away, shaking his head. 
"T hate daughters of Athena. Too clever..." 


"You're so drunk, dude," Frank snorts, and Percy nods. He is. "Get some 
rest. Maybe Apollo will show up and everything." 


"That'd be nice," Percy agrees. He helps Frank open the guest bedroom 
door, which thankfully for them is downstairs, and he's kind enough to help 
Percy out of his shoes before letting him lay back on the bed. He turns off 
the lights as he leaves. "Good night, Percy. Sleep well." 


"I love you," Percy calls back, and Frank laughs, saying it back. Percy 
sighs. 


He misses Apollo. It's not to the point of desperation, of course, he's doing 
just fine; he just thinks they would be doing even better together. A selfish, 
childish thought, maybe, because they both need time apart as much as they 
need time together in order to remember that it’s more than just the two of 
them involved. 


He’s angry at Poseidon. He gets it— his father expected that, maybe, Percy 
would change his mind about this... godhood thing. He gets that it comes 
from a place of love, which is something he can’t really say about a lot of 
other demigods, not this openly, not this fiercely. His father wants like the 
sea, loves like the sea, the way his mom does, the way he himself does. It 
pulls you in and it doesn’t want to let you go, and that could be good or bad. 


But his father doesn’t understand what’s so good about mortal life that 
Percy clings to. He doesn’t understand that when he was twelve, Percy 
couldn’t even consider the idea that someone as important as him could be 
his father. He doesn’t understand, can't imagine, that oftentimes Percy feels 
like his powers and gifts are more of a curse than a blessing. 


It’s messy. His relationship with his dad has been messy since the Giant 
War, because he never talked to him about... everything, or anything at all, 
really. The closest they got to it, during and afterwards, was when he went 
to Atlantis and was offered godhood again. That had been a bad day, and 
Percy hasn’t quite been able to reconcile his father’s desire to keep him by 
his side with the man that told him he was a wrongdoing so many years 
ago. 


It might be unfair to keep pining that on Poseidon, but he knows what an 
actual dad looks like now— Paul gave him that before Poseidon could even 
truly try. For a god, Poseidon is one of the few exceptions when it comes to 
general parenting skills. But Percy is not a god and he doesn’t want to be; 
he can’t just settle for that when Poseidon didn’t even try to send some 
child support money under a fake name, or something like that. His mom 
could’ve used it. Poseidon has no right to go after his potential love interest 
now, trying to defend his honor. He doesn't know what Percy wants. 


Gods of Olympus, he’s drunk. He only ever thinks this hard about why his 
dad is good in a bad way when he’s smashed. Usually, Percy just runs from 
those thoughts, but now they’re swirling around in his head, keeping him 
from sleeping. 


So he sighs, staring up at the ceiling, and groans out loud. 


“Apollo,” he calls, hoping he doesn’t sound as whiny as he feels. “You said 
you’d come here today, you fucker.” 


Technically, Apollo’s voice rings in his head, and Percy almost hits his head 
against the headboard, jumping. I said I would be there on Christmas. 
That’s... hm, maybe in two hours, your time? A little less? 


“It’s already Christmas up my ass, as far as I’m concemed,” Percy 
grumbles, and Apollo’s laugh fills his head, beautiful and bright. Percy bites 
back a smile. “You think I’m joking? I had to wear a Santa hat for work 
today, all day. You literally can’t tell me when Christmas is, and neither can 
the Bible.” 


They kinda took that day from us anyways— Apollo cuts himself off, 
laughing again, and when he speaks back up he sounds winded. Sorry, 
sorry, sweetheart. Frey is daring me to play the nyckelharpa against him, 
like I didn’t beat him at it last century— 


An ugly feeling curls in his chest. His voice comes out a little sharp. “As in, 
the god you said was really hot? That Frey? Magnus Chase’s dad?” 


Silence, for a few seconds, and then: You’re cute when you’re jealous. 
“T hate you,” Percy declares, groaning. “I’m not jealous.” 


Sure, baby, Apollo chuckles, the sound husky. Percy hates how much he 
likes it. Don’t worry, I'm a lot more monogamous than you’d think. I would 
never betray you like that— besides, it’d be a little like fucking myself, 
which, admittedly, we’ve done it. He’s just that dreamy. But it’d be weird 
now. And he has absolutely nothing on you, I can promise that. 


“I’m going to kick your ass next time I see you,” Percy whispers, turning on 
his stomach and burying his head in a pillow. He ignores the part of him 
that feels relieved. “Does that make us exclusive?” 


“Were you thinking of getting someone else to eat your ass? Is that why 
you’re asking?” 


Percy doesn't even startle this time. He just lifts his head off the pillow and 
glares. “No. Are you thinking of eating someone else’s ass— are you 
wearing a skirt?” 


Apollo looks down at his flowy, mid-thigh pink skirt, shrugging. “I felt cute 
today. Do you mind?” 


Percy stares at the visible skin of his legs and considers the pros and cons: 
pro, he knows from experience that skirts are comfy; con, he doesn’t like 
pink; pro, Apollo looks really fucking good in it; con, Apollo’s too far away 
for him to touch it; pro, he’d get easier access to his dick. 


Oh, would you look at that. There’s more pros than cons. “You look great.” 


Apollo’s expression brightens up with a big, happy smile that makes 
Percy’s heart flutter like butterflies— he should probably get that checked 
with a cardiologist. Percy rolls his eyes at him, but all Apollo does is kneel 
on the bed, scooting over to him, laying down beside him, winking. 


“For what it’s worth, Perseus,” he says, leaning in to kiss his nose. Percy 
can’t even try to seem upset. “I like you too much to even think about the 
possibility of looking at someone else like that. I just left Frey halfway 
through voicing an invitation to watch Thor drink everyone under the table. 
Like, nuh-uh. All that’s in my head is your sweet, sweet—” 


“Ass?” 
“—_smile, and your brave heart, and those cute little sneezes you do—” 
“That’s just rude.” 


“—_and your ass, yeah.” Apollo rolls his eyes, and Percy grabs him by the 
sweater—a horrible, horrible Christmas sweater that he will not address— 
pulling him in, pressing their lips together. It’s sweet, and warm, and it 
tastes like eggnog and strawberries, probably because Apollo seems to be 
wearing lip gloss. Personally, Percy prefers to wear lip balm, but he’s not 
complaining. 


When they break apart, Apollo looks smug as hell. “Is that all you wanted?” 


“Shut up,” Percy laughs, kissing him again. Then, he shoves his shoulder. 
“Don’t make me jealous. I don’t like me when I’m jealous. I was jealous of 
Thalia spending time with Annabeth when she came back and things got 
ugly fast.” 


“Rachel said something about that,” Apollo chuckles, and like he can’t help 
himself—and maybe he can’t because Percy certainly can't either—he 
kisses him, sucking his tongue into his mouth, and Percy sighs. Gods, gods, 
it’s good, it feels so right, why does it feel so fucking right? “I’m not 
fucking you tonight, by the way. And definitely not in Annabeth’s guest 
room.” 


Ugh. “Whatever, your loss. Why were you so shady about your Saturnalia 
presents?” 


Apollo has the nerve to feign ignorance. “Me? Shady? I’ll have you know, 
that’s an old-fashioned stereotype about archers, Perseus Jackson—” 


Percy straddles him, raising his eyebrows. Apollo doesn’t even hesitate to 
grab his ass, which is fine. He’s drunk enough that he doesn’t care. 
“Where’s my gift?” 


“Your gift,” Apollo starts, licking his lips, using a hand to grab the back of 
his neck and pull him down. He doesn’t kiss him, and there’s a tenderness 
to the gesture, underneath the layer of light teasing, that softens his heart. 
Apollo sighs. “Is a little... complicated.” 


“Yeah?” Percy asks. “Like, dick up my ass complicated?” 


“How much eggnog did you have—? Nevermind, I don’t want to know. I’m 
trying to be sweet, you horndog,” Apollo snorts, nuzzling his nose. He 
pecks his lips and pulls back before Percy can try to deepen it. “Let me 
explain.” 


“Fine,” Percy sighs, rolling his eyes. In truth, he’s not that drunk anymore. 
Thinking so much about his dad, laying down, talking to Apollo— it seems 
to have sobered him up. He’s just... nervous. He can admit he was a little 
jealous about the gift thing, but it was mostly about Apollo visiting, less 
about getting something. Now that he knows he’s getting something, 
though... “I’ll like whatever you give me, you know? You didn’t even have 
to.” 


Apollo’s lips twitch. “I got you an offer.” 


Percy hums. “That’s suspicious. If it’s godhood, no thanks. It’s overrated.” 


Apollo laughs and lifts his hips, pushing at Percy’s waist so he can flip 
them, leaning down to kiss him. Percy immediately wraps his arms around 
his neck, kissing back, but Apollo’s smile is too big for it to go anywhere. 


“Tt is overrated,” Apollo concedes, shaking his head. “But no, I wouldn’t 
dare to do that. I know it’s not what you want. My offer is more... 
personal.” 


Percy blinks. “That’s even scarier.” 


“TI do have a plan b, in case you say no,” Apollo shrugs. “I just thought... 
you know what, I think it’s better that I show you.” 


Sitting up, Apollo puts his hand in his skirt’s pocket—he needs one of 
those, that seems useful—and pulls out a folded piece of paper, clearly torn 
from a notebook. He opens it and reads it, evidently nervous from how he 
darts his eyes between Percy and it, but in the end, he hands it over. The 
lamp beside the bed turns on by itself, so he can read, and Percy swallows 
his own nerves, heart beating fast. He can barely distinguish the 
handwriting—Apollo is a doctor, after all—but the words register in his 
brain anyways, probably enchanted. 


After he’s done reading, he stares. “What?” 


“The contract is a formality, and a courtesy,” Apollo clears his throat. “I 
don’t need anyone’s permission to give personal blessings as long as they 
don’t, uh, end up messing with history or the plans of the Fates. There’s a 
list of people that are off-limits. But I didn’t... I didn’t want to do it without 
your consent first.” 


Percy lifts his eyes from the paper, trying to not let his jaw hit the floor, but 
it’s difficult. “You’d give Estelle a blessing? Just like that?” 


“Yep!” Apollo nods, rolling his shoulders. Hesitant, nervous, but earnest 
and honest. He leans over and points to a specific line. “As you can read 
here, it will manifest in whatever way she needs it. Of course, that’d be 


within my domains— though I don’t exactly lack any. She’d have a lot to 
choose from. She could end up being a really good sailor, for all we know, 
or maybe a wonderful lawyer. It’s her oyster, really.” 


A knot forms in his throat, but Percy pushes it down. “And— it says it’d be 
a protective blessing, too?” 


Apollo’s eyes soften, a smile twitching up his lips. “Of course. It wouldn’t 
be a blessing without some sort of protective magic. Gifts like these— we 
gods like to keep them from being easily lost. And... this is not just for you, 
Percy, this is for your family. I owe the Jackson-Blofis household quite a 
lot, probably more than any god has owed a whole family in centuries. Your 
mother, your step-father, your sister...they all helped me, simply by being 
kind.” 


He pauses, gauging his reaction, but Percy doesn’t really have any words. 
How does he react to this? Ever since his mom told him she was pregnant, a 
nagging thought had settled in his mind about how he would make sure his 
status as a demigod didn’t backfire onto Estelle. He’s wanted to keep her 
away from that world as much as possible, he wants to protect her, and this 
is— this is more than he thought he could get with that. 


A blessing. Percy’s biggest impressions of those have been temporary, like 
Clarisse getting her father’s blessing during the Battle of Manhattan. But 
this is permanent. It’s not a lot, sure; it just guarantees that she’ll grow up 
healthy. She’ll grow up safe, less likely to share his famous bad luck. 


Gods. “Apollo, this is...” 


“T understand if it’s... a lot,” he interrupts, wincing. “I know the last thing 
you want is more godly stuff getting involved in your life, but I would 
never take it back, Percy. It’s a law, even, I wouldn’t be able to. You deserve 
it— she deserves it. Your parents do. If you want, you can look at it less like 
a gift, more like... more of me trying to repay you for the assistance you’ve 
given me. I mean, I don’t think I would be alive without your mother. No 
joke.” 


Percy sniffles, smiling. “None of us would be.” 


“That’s true enough,” Apollo grins, and runs a hand through his hair. Percy 
tries to blink away the tears, but they remain stubborn. A few spill down his 
cheeks and Apollo leans in to kiss them— kiss him, softly, like he’s the 
most precious thing he’s ever held in his arms. Gods. “So, what do you 
say?” 


“I...” Percy swallows, closing his eyes. Past history and patterns say that he 
shouldn’t do this, but it’s hard to see the bad side of it. Apollo could curse 
Estelle like he cursed Cassandra, find some sort of loophole in the contract 
to do it, even, but it’s just... it sounds ridiculous. Deep down, Percy knows 
he wouldn’t do it. Not anymore. And trust is a two-way street; he doesn't 
intend to take his own back. “Yes, yeah, this is— I can’t believe you’d do 
this.” 


“You only have to say thank you,” Apollo’s smile widens, bright. Percy 
snorts, shaking his head. Thank you doesn’t begin to cut it. “I was thinking 
I could... take us to New York tomorrow. I’d like to get your parents’ 
permission. If they don’t agree, then I guess I’ Il just take all of you to lunch 
instead. Or, I don’t know, get your sister a toy? What do children play with 
these days?” 


Percy rolls his eyes. “Don’t pretend you don’t know. I read that Wikipedia 
article— you were a good dad. And I’m friends with Will, you know, your 
son, who tries really hard not to brag about you sometimes because you try 
so hard to be there for your cabin?” 


Apollo’s smile becomes sheepish. “I’ve been caught red-handed.” 


“Tdiot,” Percy laughs, kissing him, opening his lips for him. He grunts when 
Apollo fails to deepen the kiss. “You know— I will have to tell mom about 
us if we go tomorrow. I haven’t called her yet, not to tell her about this. 
Whatever... this is, actually.” 


Apollo sighs, burying his head in his neck. “That’s... complicated.” 


“T like you too much,” Percy confesses, face flushing. When Apollo shifts 
to look at him, Percy averts his gaze. He doesn’t want to be rejected again, 
but he has to say it. He has to... let him know, somehow, that he’s not 


committing a great sin by wanting him. If his father thinks so, if his mom 
somehow thinks so, then that’s for him to deal with. Percy wants to be with 
him despite the challenges of it, and he wants Apollo to be aware of that, 
too. “I kind of hate it, but not really. ’m just... I like you. I should’ve 
started with that when we got together during Saturnalia.” 


“Percy...” Apollo starts, hesitant, and he closes his eyes. Percy almost 
wishes he would lie, if only to spare him, but he knows he wouldn’t do it. 
Although...a lie by omission is still a lie “How about a deal?” 


Well. Not what he expected. “What kind of deal?” 


Apollo sighs, touching his chin, coaxing him to meet his eyes. He goes 
along, and the look in Apollo’s eyes almost makes him tear up again; it 
seems so Sad, so old, so tired. Percy wonders how it is that he still has the 
will to fight his desires, but the myths echo in his head, the resigned alas 
inscribed on hyacinths for eternity to witness. 


Gods, how is it that Percy managed to find something like this? Apollo is 
all skin and bones and he has more of a soul than many, many of the people 
Percy’s known in his twenty-one years, and he’s not even supposed to. It’s 
helplessly beautiful. It should feel fake, because it is. This is not Apollo’s 
true form— but it feels like it, and it feels right. Does anything else matter? 
Has Percy ever shied away from what his instinct tells him is good? 


“We wait a few months.” Apollo says, and Percy can see the strain of it, of 
having to put forth conditions like these. He doesn't want them any more 
than Percy does, even if they are necessary. If he considers them necessary. 
“Not to tell your mother, no— just... between us. I want to enjoy this, 
Percy. It is unthinkable for me, right now, that I don’t picture your face in 
my head every day. You’ll have to forgive me, or condemn me for it, but 
please. Allow me to give it time.” 


“That’s unfair,” Percy protests, clenching his jaw. “Time is all you have and 
all I don’t.” 


Apollo closes his eyes, and Percy can see the pain that caused him, but he 
doesn’t regret saying it. “I know. I’m selfish. I’m greedy. It’s the worst of 


me, apart from my temper. But all I’m asking for is... a few months. Let us 
get to spring without breaking apart, Perseus, beloved. Let us ride that until 
summer and then pass it. When the time is right to speak of this again, we 
will know. I’m sure of it.” 


Despite the protests wanting to voice themselves, Percy can’t find it in 
himself to say no. What would he gain from that? If he says no now, it’s not 
going to make Apollo change his mind and become his boyfriend so he can 
re-introduce him to his mom tomorrow. It’ll make it awkward, it’l] make it 
worse, because he knows neither of them could stand a situation like this 
without some sort of compromise. 


Time is a compromise. It’s a deal, like Apollo said. And, really, Percy 
already wanted to see where this led him. He wants to see how deep Apollo 
can make him dive before he needs to come back up for air— if he ever 
does. Maybe he can breathe under those waters, too, or maybe he’s using 
the wrong allegory, because Apollo is high up in the sky, the brightest star 
of them all. 


Maybe they could meet halfway to the ocean, or halfway to the sky. 


“Alright,” Percy agrees, and he kisses him. Eyes squeezed shut, heart 
throbbing, Percy kisses him until Apollo relaxes again, until he stops 
looking like he’s hurting, because he doesn’t intend to. He’ll do anything in 
his power to avoid that, and if Percy’s learned something, it’s that, well... 
power is not his lack. His father is just the first obstacle. “Okay, alright. As 
long as we spend that time together...” 


“Yes,” Apollo whispers, then kisses him again, until Percy loses count. “I 
will stay, until you don’t want me to at all. Be it tomorrow or in a year, 
Perseus, any time. That, I can promise.” 


Percy does nothing but nod, holding onto him with an iron grip, and ignores 
a nagging thought in the back of his mind, wondering, selfish and greedy: 
What if it reaches the point, one day, that he never wants him to leave? 


20. Chapter 20 
Notes for the Chapter: 
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were anyways. also i hope you like that sub and bottom percy tag 
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anyways. please enjoy this. i call this chapter "how much domesticity 
and pain can i insert but like, different from last time?" 
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Annabeth finds them both under the sheets in the morning. Percy’s still 
half-asleep, dazed and staring at Apollo’s constellation of freckles as he 
stares back at him in silence. It was a quiet, still, innocent moment, just 
them basking on each other, until the door opened. 


“Good morning— oh,” Annabeth stops, and Percy groans, burying his face 
against Apollo’s neck. “I’m gonna be so mad if I have to wash those 
sheets.” 


“They’re clean!” Apollo says, cheery— too cheery. It’s too early. Percy 
bites his neck in retaliation for the noise and a laugh bubbles up from him. 
“Oh, he bites! Did you know he bites?” 


“He never bit me,” Annabeth sighs, sounding amused. Percy ignores the 
flush filling his cheeks. “Merry Christmas, I guess. Are you guys staying 
for breakfast?” 


“No,” Percy grunts, and just to cement it, he raises his leg under the sheets 
and drapes it over Apollo’s waist. “Just the shower. Fuck off.” 


“Don’t dirty the sheets!” Annabeth reminds them, and then closes the door. 
The silence lasts for all of five seconds, during which Apollo pushes his 
shoulder very gently so he can look at him. 


“That was rude,” he says, raising an eyebrow. Percy raises an eyebrow 
back, and Apollo just smirks. “What do you want for breakfast? Or are you 
cooking for me again—” 


Percy pushes off of him and gets off the bed, stopping briefly to stretch, a 
moan escaping his lips. He looks back at Apollo, who’s suddenly busy 
biting his lip and gazing at him like he might make a meal out of him. 
Percy’s lips twitch with a smile, but he keeps it down and starts taking off 
his clothes. Apollo whistles. 


He doesn’t have to say a word for Apollo to follow him into the shower. He 
ends up pressed against the wall for his trouble, shivering as Apollo holds 
him from behind and makes him watch as he jacks him off, slowly and 
teasingly, making it as hard as he can for him to be quiet and not traumatize 
Piper and Annabeth. He ends up dizzy from it, and by the time they’re back 
at his place, Percy’s legs still feel like jelly. 


“We’re leaving now,” he says, entering his bedroom so he can get changed, 
and actually put on some underwear, since he just shoved his used ones in 
his back pocket— the walk from Annabeth’s to his place was not fun for his 
lower regions. It’s fucking cold, obviously, but with Apollo following him, 
casually swinging their interlaced hands in the air, provided some 
semblance of protection. “We’ll have breakfast at mom’s. It’s later in New 
York. Can we sleep over?” 


“We can stay until New Year’s if you want,” Apollo shrugs, nonchalant, and 
Percy drops his pants, which he was taking off, to the floor out of shock. 
Apollo shamelessly stares at his dick. “You know, you’re really pretty, like, 
everywhere. You could start another war. Are you sure you aren’t a legacy 
of sorts—?” 


Percy pushes him until Apollo sits at the edge of his bed, then drops to his 
knees. They make eye contact, and both of them swallow. Shit. “You should 
take this as part one of my Saturnalia gift— or my Christmas gift. 
Whatever.” 


“You don’t need to repay me with a blowjob just for taking you to New 
York—” Apollo starts, but Percy pulls down his skirt and underwear— he 
would just pull it up, but he wants Apollo to be able to see everything. 
“Alright, Perseus, you’re gonna make me ask. What’s part two of your 
gift?” 


“My ass, though that’s always been on the table,” Percy shrugs, and Apollo 
groans, burying a hand in his hair, as Percy licks the head of his cock. He’s 
not truly good at this yet, but gods, is he earnest. He might have a slight 
thing for the feeling of it in his mouth. “Part three— I think I’m ready to see 
a therapist again.” 


Apollo sits up straighter, smiling. “Oh, really—?” 


“Not now,” Percy sighs, sucking the side, pressing his tongue against a 
vein. He closes his eyes. When he speaks, he makes sure that his lips are 
grazing his dick. “I’m getting a breakfast appetizer.” 


“That is the worst way you could’ve gotten back at me for that joke,” 
Apollo rocks his hips forwards, and Percy gets the hint. Enough talking. 
“Remind me, how good can you take me? How deep?” 


Percy shivers. Gods, he’s never going to get tired of the way Apollo’s voice 
lowers when he speaks to him like this. Instead of verbalizing it, he shows 
him, taking him about a third down until his throat feels resistance. Apollo 
groans in appreciation and Percy internally preens. He’s starting to accept 
he’s a sucker for praise. It should only be a matter of time before he accepts 
that he is whiny (but not a brat). 


They lose about an hour like this, mostly because they take another shower, 
and that gets messy fast, too. Apollo, an asshole through and through, gives 
him another hickey on his neck, seemingly forgetting they’re about to meet 
his mom, and it’s too high up for his hoodies to hide it, just under his jaw. 


Percy refuses to let him heal it, though; he just decides to dab concealer on 
it. 


“You do make-up?” Apollo asks, running a hand through Percy’s hair 
because he realized really fast that using a comb does basically nothing. 


“T like lip balm,” Percy mumbles, shaking the concealer bottle— it’s too 
light for him, but it'll have to do. “This was Annabeth’s. I’m pretty sure it’s 
like, at least two years old. But I had to learn how to cover up bruises when 
I was a kid, with my mom’s, so this’II do.” 


Apollo pauses in his attempt to dominate his hair, and Percy realizes a little 
too late that what he just said is not normal. Apollo is smart, as well, and 
catches on fast, meeting his eyes through the mirror. “You had another step- 
father, right? Before Paul.” 


“Smelly Gabe. Mom married him to keep the monsters off my tail,” Percy 
nods, swallowing. His hands get clammy, but he just takes a deep breath. 
“Tt’s... it’s fine. I mean, well, it’s obviously not fine, since both my mom 
and I were doing the same thing so the other wouldn’t find out about it, but. 
It’s cool. He’s gone. Mom sold him, she got her diploma, she met Paul. We 
got Estelle. We’re good.” 


Apollo hums, offering him a tiny smile. “You got all your backbone from 
her, didn’t you? Your family is freakishly strong. I’m definitely more scared 
of Sally Jackson than I’ll ever be of your father.” 


Percy laughs, nervous and high-pitched, but this feels good. It’s good. He’s 
glad Apollo is not making a big deal out of it, like Annabeth did. He and his 
mom have healed the best they’ve been able to. And even if not all cracks 
are gone, even if they both still jump when a door closes too hard, if 
sometimes they unconsciously keep their footsteps quiet around the 
apartment, well. Not everything is perfect. It doesn’t make them any less 


happy. 


“Don’t butter me up,” Percy says, and goes back to focusing on covering up 
his bite marks. “Save that for her. You’ll need it.” 


“That’s terrifying,” Apollo nods, and judging by the concerned look in his 
eyes he means it. Percy just laughs at him, which earns him a pout. “Rude, 
very rude. I’m going to have to teach you manners, won’t I, baby boy?” 


Percy blushes so fast he almost drops the concealer all over the sink. “Oh, 
gods. I’m— pause. Not now. Oh, shit. That’s not cool, dude. Get out— 
sweet Hades. I hate you.” 


Apollo just presses a kiss against his cheek, leaning over, and then walks 
out of the bathroom, smirk dancing on his lips. Shit. He’s so gone. 


The sun chariot is busy—duh, it’s daytime, Meg’s voice that acts as his 
conscience provides—so instead of risking pissing off some other sky god 
today by taking it for a ride, Apollo just flashes Percy and himself to Sally 
Jackson’s doorstep. 


Oh, the memories. They make this so much worse. “I’m quickly changing 
my mind.” 


“Dude,” Percy wrinkles up his nose, rolling his eyes. He has a duffel bag 
over his shoulder, and he’s looking a little pale from the nausea of flashing, 
but he still looks ridiculously gorgeous in a black hoodie and grey yoga 
pants that should be illegal. He didn’t even try to look good, this time, but 
he still managed to. Apollo might have to research the Jackson family for 
traces for Aphrodite getting her hands everywhere. “If you chicken out now, 
I will hunt you down.” 


Apollo puckers his lips (not a pout) to try to get some pity kisses, but Percy 
just turns towards the door, fishes out his key and turns it in the lock. 


They come across the child first. 


Estelle Blofis, at just four years and a few months of age, shares her 
brother’s bright eyes and dark curls, Paul’s easy-going gaze, and her 
mother’s charming smile. The second she looks up from where she’s sitting 
on the ground, next to a medium-size Christmas tree in the living room, 
marker in her hand dangerously pointed towards a plushie almost as tall as 


her, Apollo remembers the sounds of her newborn giggles and almost melts 
from pure cuteness. 


Honestly, he was going to bless this child someday either way. He’d 
forgotten how utterly in love he is with the Jackson-Blofis family... which 
now includes the older son. Or maybe it always included the older son, who 
knows. He definitely tried to flirt with Percy several times. 


Estelle gasps, dropping the marker on the floor—open, oof—and dashes 
towards them. “Percy!” 


Banging comes from the kitchen as Percy meets her halfway, catching her 
as she jumps at him and raising her into the air, a big, happy grin on his lips. 
He already looks like he shed at least ten years of stress. Footsteps approach 
and Sally Jackson appears, her mouth dropping open at the sight of her son. 
Apollo is certainly glad she didn’t notice him first. 


“Gods, you’ve grown!” Percy exclaims, hugging her, and Estelle giggles, a 
happy, loving sound. “How’s my favorite troublemaker doing, huh?” 


“T got a new friend for Christmas!” Estelle points at the poor plushie on the 
floor— a panda bear, which Apollo notices has already been scribbled on 
before they arrived, a mustache messily etched with the marker. “But you’re 
here! Mommy said you wouldn’t be here!” 


“My plans changed. I got some help,” Percy chuckles, and Estelle lights up, 
pressing her tiny hands against Percy’s face. Undeterred, Percy turns 
towards Sally Jackson, his smile sheepish. “Hi, mom. Merry Christmas?” 


Sally sighs, shaking her head, but she looks a bit teary, despite her apparent 
exasperation. She approaches with that charming smile of hers, eyes darting 
between the two of them, and Apollo hopes that she doesn’t notice the odd- 
colored spot on Percy’s neck. 


“Percy,” she says, voice full of love. Apollo is starting to feel like a fourth- 
wheel, but it warms his heart to see this— pure, mortal, unconditional love. 
Sally opens her arms for a hug and poor Estelle gets smothered, but she 
seems happy about it, as the three of them press together. Sally holds 


Percy's shoulders as they break apart and this time she’s definitely got tears 
in her eyes. “Merry Christmas, sweetheart. I got concerned when you didn’t 
call, but now I see you were just planning to give me a heart attack.” 


“Mom,” Percy protests, pouting. “Would it be too much to tell you I’m 
staying until New Year’s?” 


Sally’s eyes widen, even as Estelle whoops in victory. “Do I owe this honor 
to the god standing in my living room?” 


Apollo winces as Sally turns towards him. “It’s good to see you again, 
Sally. I’m just— you know, passing through, dropping the savior of 
Olympus off—” 


Both Jacksons throw him identical incredulous looks, but Sally beats Percy 
to the punch, approaching him and pulling him into a hug. Apollo waves his 
hands in the air for a second before hugging back, if only briefly. This 
woman terrifies him. 


“Don’t be ridiculous, Apollo,” Sally clicks her tongue, shaking her head. 
“You’re welcome here any time. I’m sure we have a lot to catch up on, 
don’t we, Percy?” 


Oh, sweet Phoebe and merciful Leto, she already knows. Percy flushes a 
little as his mom looks back at him, avoiding her gaze by looking at Estelle, 
asking her where their dad is and taking her away down the hallway, to 
Paul’s office. Apollo clears his throat, claiming back Sally's eyes. 


“Well, yes, probably,” he says, sweating. Something about Sally Jackson 
makes him feel like he’s Lester again, which is probably a good thing. “I 
really don’t mean to intrude. I’m just... Percy looked miserable in 
California, and your family deserves to be together. I couldn’t help myself.” 


Sally smiles, eyes wrinkling at the corners, and she starts guiding him into 
the kitchen with her, patting his arm. “Don’t worry about it, Apollo. I’m just 
messing with him, as I’m sure you know he’s tested my sanity quite a bit. 
It’s really kind of you to bring him over. Thank you.” 


Apollo already feels like crying. This woman is too nice. “Yes, well, it was 
really no issue at all, the least I could do—” 


“You guys are dating, yeah?” Sally asks, and Apollo almost chokes on air. 
She looks back at him from where she’s checking the oven; the smell of 
cookies reaches him and he has no idea if he should feel threatened or 
welcomed. From the way she frowns, probably both, and neither. “Poseidon 
stopped by. He doesn't trust that you're just... friends. He had quite a lot to 
say about it.” 


“Oh, dear,” Apollo mumbles, shifting nervously. He would’ve never taken 
Poseidon for a snitch. Sally shoots him a pitying smile, sitting across from 
him over the kitchen island, patting his hands. “I’m sure none of it was 
good.” 


“He isn’t thrilled with the idea,” Sally nods, pursing her lips. “Can’t say I 
don’t see why.” 


Apollo takes a deep breath. “Sally, you and your family have earned my 
utmost respect. I’m of the opinion that Percy can make his own choices, and 
that Poseidon shouldn’t be trying to... impose his beliefs. But if you don’t 
approve, I completely understand—” 


“Let me stop you right there,” Sally laughs, and looks over his shoulder. 
Apollo turns to see Percy coming into the kitchen, lips pressed into a line, 
Estelle nowhere to be seen. Woops. “Sit down, baby. I just want to make 
something clear.” 

Percy shifts his weight. “I’d rather not.” 

“Percy—” 

“Mom.” 


“Uncalled for, young man—” 


Apollo buries his face in his hands. “I’m not here.” 


Sally laughs, which is probably a good sign, and reaches over to peel his 
hands from his face, her expression pleasingly amused. “Apollo, I’m not 
going to get between the two of you, like Poseidon would no doubt love. I 
just... want to give both of you a few wamings.” 


“Oh, joy,” Percy opines, and comes over to him, shamelessly wrapping his 
arms around his shoulders from behind, squeezing a little too hard. Apollo 
feels like he’s being used as a buffer between two highly dangerous 
energies. “Mom, I’m really sorry I’m making eyes at a god. I think it’s 
really tasteless. I mean it.” 


Apollo frowns. “Don’t kick me while I’m down—” 


“Tt is,’ Sally agrees, pressing her lips together. She winks at Apollo. “No 
offense. It’s... Percy, you know I don’t regret being with your father, not at 
all. After all, I got you out of it. But I am concerned, though not to the point 
that your father wants to take it to.” 


“He’s an extremist,’ Apollo comments, and Sally shakes her head, lips 
twitching. 


“Poseidon offered me... palaces, islands, all sorts of things I never wanted,” 
Sally brings her hands together over the kitchen island, lacing her fingers. 
Apollo looks at Percy, and though he might be trying to hide it, Apollo can 
see that he’s scared, too. That he feels guilty. But he doesn’t dare say 
anything, not with Sally trying to give them her opinion. “I know all too 
well how gods work. And so do you, Percy—” 


“He’s not—” Percy starts, trying to defend him, but he stops when his mom 
shoots him a look. “Fine. Go on.” 


“I know Apollo. He has a good heart, despite everything,” she smiles at him 
and Apollo does his best to smile back, but he can barely manage a grimace 
over the way his heart is hurting, already. “And you’ll have to forgive me, 
Apollo, but you’re still a god. You don’t need my approval, Percy, and I 
trust your judgement, but I believe in happy endings, and gods... gods don’t 
have endings. It’s the one thing that they will never be able to give you. I 
accepted that a long time ago. I can’t say I support this.” 


There’s silence as they process the words. Percy is frozen to his side, and 
Apollo wants nothing more than to hold him, yet he doesn’t think that’d be 
good right now. He studies Sally Jackson, beautiful and kind, her eyes sad 
with concem, and he agrees with her. She is right. One day, they’ll lose 
each other. It is inevitable, and just because Apollo’s earned the trust of this 
family, it won’t change that his nature immediately puts him in doubt. 


“T’ll change your mind,” Percy says, and Apollo chokes, turning to look at 
him. Percy looks down, meets his eyes, and the look there— determined, 
strong. The look of a hero. It is devastatingly beautiful. He looks back at his 
mom and it softens, but that stubbornness remains. “Mom... just give it the 
chance I’m giving it. Please.” 


Apollo can see that she doesn’t want to, but she seems to suffer from the 
same evil that everyone that spends time around Percy does: the inability to 
say no to him. Sally sighs, giving in. “Of course I will, baby. Like I said, I 
trust you. Apollo...” 


She drifts off, hesitating, and he finds it in himself to speak up. “The last 
thing I want is to hurt him. He is in charge. If I hurt him, I won’t be able to 
forgive myself any more than you would be able to forgive me.” 


Which is not at all, floats unsaid in the air. Percy squeezes his shoulder, but 
Apollo doesn’t look back at him. None of the three of them seem to have 
more words regarding this, after that, so Percy moves on, pulling the 
contract from his hoodie’s pocket. 


“This is his peace offering,” Percy says, staring as his mom reaches over, 
unfolding it slowly. As she reads, her eyes widen, and her eyebrows raise to 
her forehead. She looks even more incredulous than Percy was. “Let him 
stay with us until New Year’s.” 


Apollo almost jumps. “Percy, don’t bargain with your mother like that, it’s a 
gift—” 


“IT see,” Sally interrupts, teary-eyed once more. She clears her throat, her 
face flushed, and Apollo feels himself mirror her embarrassment as he 
meets her eyes. “Apollo, are you... are you certain?” 


He blinks. “Of course. It’s the least I can do. I’m actually mortified, since I 
should've done it ages ago— um, would you also accept the installation of a 
chariot parking space? They will never go out of fashion. I think.” 


Percy snorts as Sally’s lips twitch up into a smile, and she shoots him a look 
that Apollo recognizes too well from his own mother. He winces. Percy’s 
still in hot water. He got off light, and that’s probably just because Sally 
Jackson has seen him at his lowest. 


“T’ll discuss this with Paul, but thank you,” Sally stares down at the contract 
again, blinking as if she still can’t believe it. When she looks back up, 
glancing between the two of them, she doesn’t seem nearly as concerned as 
before. Just... suspicious. “And of course you can stay, Apollo, this doesn’t 
change the fact that you’re welcome here—” 


Percy sighs in relief. “Awesome—” 


“But you’ ll keep your bedroom door open at all times, Perseus. I know that 
gods like to be sneaky—” 


“Mom! bb) 


A laugh, and then Sally Jackson just stands up, putting her mittens on just 
in time for the oven to ding with the timer on the cookies. She offers Apollo 
a plate of blue chocolate-chip deliciousness, once she’s done getting them 
off the tray, which feels a lot like her own version of a peace offering. 


Alright. Maybe this could work, with a little time. 


Estelle likes Apollo, in Percy’s opinion, but he doesn’t think he’s quite 
caught on. 


“You’ve got kids, right?” Paul asks him, trying not to sound too amused, 
and Apollo nods, wincing as Estelle dabs a little more lipstick on his 
eyelids. Percy is here to make sure she doesn’t poke Apollo’s eyes out. 
"You've raised kids before?" 


“T raised Chiron,” Apollo says, risking opening an eye. Estelle goes for it 
like it's a game of whack-a-mole, but he manages to close it in time. "And 
countless others before my father decided there should be some sort of limit 
because—actually, no idea why. Rome, maybe? Can't remember what we 
were thinking." 


"Somehow, that's unsurprising,” Percy snorts, exchanging a look with Paul, 
who just shrugs with the general confusion of someone that has nothing to 
do with this. Lucky. "Dad, pass your milk, I'm gonna get more cookies." 


Paul gets that look in his eye that he always gets when Percy calls him dad, 
like he loves him to bits. He tries to pretend he isn't blushing from it as he 
takes the glass from his hand. 


"Chiron..." Estelle mumbles, slowly. "Stupid name." 


"That's what I said!" Apollo agrees, only to get poked on the mouth with an 
eyelash curler. Percy stands up, grabbing the empty plate of cookies, but 
lingers in the room just a bit longer. "Ouch. You have an impressive aim for 
a four-year-old. Maybe that blessing is manifesting—" 


"You say too many words," Estelle frowns at him, and then wrinkles her 
nose. "You look ugly." 


Apollo seems genuinely offended. "This was your own handiwork, young 
lady. At least I don't wear diapers." 


Estelle gasps. "I don't wear diapers! Those are for babies!" 
"And you're a baby!" 
Estelle pokes at him with the lipstick again, pouting. "You're mean." 


Apollo hoists her up by the waist, carrying her with him as he stands up. 
"Dear me, you're just like your brother, all teasing until—" 


Paul clears his throat, raising an eyebrow at Apollo, who winces and walks 
away to the bathroom with Estelle, saying something about making her 
clean up her mess on his face. 


"Really not judging, Percy, but..." Paul says, shaking his head, but he can 
tell he's kidding, so he rolls his eyes. "Seriously?" 


"What can I say?" Percy shrugs, lips twitching. "He's blond." 


Paul doesn’t know what to make of Apollo yet, which is fair. He’s seen how 
bad this stuff can get, but it doesn’t mean he’s completely in tune with it 
like his mom is. Speaking of, she really meant what she said regarding the 
open bedroom door policy, and she is trying hard in regards to Apollo— 
probably because she likes him, and she sees the same thing Percy does. 


A scared, timeless soul, tethered on the edge of too young and too old, 
begging for the relief of being able to love freely again. Or maybe, a 
hopeless god that doesn’t know how to work their toaster without getting 
startled. Percy spent an hour teaching him the timing yesterday, to no avail. 


For it being their second day, things are going well. The five of them went 
out to the ice-skating rink yesterday and then stopped by the cinema. Percy 
and his mom are back to taking turns cooking; she does breakfast, he does 
lunch, and Paul either orders dinner or tries to cook for them, to varying 
degrees of success and tragedy— good thing there’s always leftovers. 


Apollo hasn’t looked at him or touched him sexually since they arrived. 
Even getting him to sit next to him on the couch is a struggle; he keeps 
using Estelle as a buffer and she is too good at it, claiming almost all of his 
attention, or Apollo’s attention. The first time she dared speak directly to 
him, during dinner of day one, she had told him he smelled nice, and Apollo 
had almost teared up from the approval. 


Oh, that brings him to this nagging thought: Apollo’s way too sweet with 
his sister, or with children in general. He knows how to speak to them like 
they’re an actual person instead of a weird thing—Percy has too many 
memories of dismissive adults—and he tries really hard to take everything 
she says seriously, listening with the utmost attention. When he asked him 
about it, Apollo had just said that he liked to listen to children, since they’re 
often right about a lot of things. 


Percy’s more than a little weak for it, to be honest. He likes the kindness he 
treats Estelle with, and he can really picture it now, the image of a younger 
god of knowledge instructing his children and other people’s children. Just 
thinking about it brings a happy smile to his face. 


“TI know that look,” his mom says, when Percy steps into the kitchen, right 
as she puts out a tray of brownies. Percy tries to get rid of his smile, but the 
way she looks at him, wrinkling her nose, tells him it’s too late. “I must 
admit that it’s hard to find something about him not to like. He’s really 
Sweet.” 


“Yeah, well,” Percy huffs, pouting, and mom rolls her eyes. “That won’t 
earn him your blessing, will it?” 


Mom sighs, since they’ve been having this conversation for the last three 
days, on and off. “Percy—” 


“TI know,” he brings his hands up, giving up. He doesn’t like arguing about 
this any more than she does. “I get it. I’m sorry. I just... I can’t help the way 
I feel, mom. And I know what I’m doing.” 


“I know what you’re doing, too, Percy, and just because I’m hesitant—” 
“You’re in denial, actually—” 


“—it doesn’t mean I don’t see... the potential,” Sally sends him a look— 
she’s Sally when Percy thinks she’s being difficult—that tells him that she 
thinks Percy needs to relax. He’ ll relax when Apollo kisses him again, since 
he hasn’t dared to do even that since they arrived, unless Percy starts it. “On 
one hand, I don’t think there’s many gods that would do what he’s done, 
and what he’s doing right now, spending this time of the year with a boring 
mortal family this closely. And I can see that he cares about you a lot. 
Besides, you two would give me beautiful grandchildren—” 


“Mom!” Percy protests, blushing, and busies himself by gathering cooled 
cookies and still-scalding brownies on the plate, refilling Paul’s milk glass. 
“T really don’t wanna think about that, Styx, not that you’re wrong—” 


“On the other hand, Percy... I don’t know if I want to see you spend who 
knows how much of your life with a god,” Sally washes her hands, slapping 
his hand away when Percy goes to eat one of the brownies. He scowls. “Let 
Apollo try them first, honey— I’m really listening to you. I see you. Don’t 
think for a second that I’m not, alright? Moving on from your father was 
one of the most difficult things I had to do, and we didn’t... we didn’t even 
date that seriously.” 


Percy crosses his arms, staring at the brownies. “Is this where you admit 
that you were actually in contact until like November and that’s why I was 
born in August?” 


Mom laughs—she’s mom again, because what she says makes sense even if 
he hates it—shaking her head. “That’s my secret to keep, Percy. But what 
you have with Apollo, honey... It scares me. What do you want me to do? 
Just accept it? It’s not like I’m asking you to break up. I’m just—” 


“Not inviting him over for spring break?” Percy finishes, and mom’s 
shoulders drop as she brings her hands up in defeat. 


“We’ ll see,” she says, and then walks over to kiss his forehead, pulling him 
slightly down to do it. He misses, sometimes, when he was short enough to 
be completely wrapped up in her arms. It has never stopped being the safest 
place in the world. “Don’t be upset. Go, feed my godly guest. Maybe all the 
compliments on my food will convince me to take my publisher’s offer of 
writing a cookbook.” 


Percy snorts. “You can’t give away your secrets, mom.” 
She winks. “And I won’t.” 


This house is full of people he loves— and Apollo. And they’re all equally 
difficult to deal with. He doesn’t exclude himself from that. 


Paul raises his eyebrows at him when he comes back to the living room. 
“Tough talk?” 


“T just wanna have a boyfriend,” Percy grumbles, handing him his milk, and 
Paul chuckles. Percy pouts at him. “Dude. Not cool.” 


“T just think we should all relax,” Paul shrugs, smiling. Percy can’t even be 
mad at him. He’s really smart and shit. “This is reminding me a little bit of 
that myth, you know, about Hades and Persephone—” 


“Oh, fuck no,” Percy whispers under his breath, and Paul laughs again. 
“Who’s Demeter in this situation?” 


“Your father, perhaps?” Paul suggests, and Percy snorts. Yeah, that makes 
sense. He’s being unreasonable, nosy, and a snitch. “I feel like you’re 
having your rebellious phase— just a few years too late, Percy.” 


Percy shoves a brownie in his mouth and speaks with his mouth full. “I’m 
always rebellious.” 


“Was anyone gonna tell me she can see through the Mist?” Apollo asks, 
coming back from the bathroom, holding Estelle’s hand as she giggles. He 
still has traces of make-up on his face, which makes him look like a very 
sad, retired clown. “I tried washing this away with magic and she called me 
out on it.” 


“It’s cheating!” Estelle pulls at Apollo’s hand, and when he looks down at 
her, she pokes her tongue out at him. “Mommy says no magic inside the 
house!” 

Apollo raises an eyebrow. “Doesn’t your brother have a magic dog?” 


Estelle nods vigorously, narrowing her eyebrows. “Yes. Doggy is allowed.” 


“T’m below a hellhound,” Apollo mumbles, but a smile is twitching on his 
lips. He glances at Percy and it becomes a full-blown grin, accompanied by 
a wink, and then he looks at the coffee table and gasps. “Brownies!” 


Estelle gasps as well. “Blue brownies!” 


Percy’s heart does a funny dance in his chest as Apollo sits down on the 
couch with Estelle in his lap, and for a second he thinks he’s actually having 


a heart attack, but Paul clears his throat and distracts him from his attempt 
at recalling what the steps are to assure his survival from class. 


“T know no one is too happy about this,” Paul whispers, offering him a kind, 
understanding smile. Percy swallows. “But I’m on your side, alright? As 
long as you trust him. Just... don’t tell your mom. I don’t want to sleep on 
the couch on New Year’s Eve.” 


“As if she’d do that,” Percy snorts, then hesitates. “But thank you, dad.” 


“Anytime, buddy,” Paul throws him a wink, and then looks over at Apollo 
and Estelle trying to find the biggest brownie. “Guys, c’mon, don’t hog the 
sweets—” 


That night, Percy straddles Apollo’s lap as they sit on his bed, making him 
scoot back until his back rests against the wall. He’s aware of the open door, 
but Estelle is a heavy sleeper that still demands sharing the bed with their 
parents and he knows this condition is just a test of trust. They never needed 
it with Annabeth, but Annabeth was unlikely to stay over, and even less 
likely to share his bed. 


“Percy,” Apollo starts, his tone implying that he knows exactly what he’s 
after. He sees him swallow and knows instantly that he hasn’t been the only 
one having a hard time. “I’ve got a good record going of two days, and I 
would appreciate it if you didn’t try me.” 


“T have no idea what you’re talking about,” Percy says, and pulls him in by 
the neck, sucking his bottom lip into his mouth as they make eye-contact. 
Apollo’s eyes narrow. “I’m just saying goodnight.” 


“Right,” Apollo nods, dropping a kiss against his cheek. He raises his 
eyebrows at him. “Good night, honey.” 


Percy snorts and playfully slaps his arm. “This is your fault.” 


“My fault? I’ve been nothing but a gentleman,” Apollo pats his thighs, 
which are around his waist, and it’s honestly impressive how his touch 


doesn’t linger. “You’re the one that put his hand on my thigh while we were 
watching a children’s movie at the cinema—” 


“You’re too domestic!” Percy hisses under his breath, mindful of keeping 
the conversation low. Even so, he’s blushing, especially at the incredulous 
look Apollo sends him. “It makes me wanna kiss you, asshole. And maybe, 
I don’t know, suck your dick—” 


“Styx, Percy,” Apollo curses, and brings a hand up to cover his mouth. He 
seems genuinely panicked. “This is not how or when or where you tell me 
you’re into this stuff.” 


Percy thinks really hard at him: you mean into DILFs? And Apollo clearly 
hears it since he winces, shaking his head, but nevertheless he's still 
amused, since he lets out a snort. 


“IT highly doubt you’re into DILFs, Perseus, I think you’re just into me,” 
Apollo whispers, and then snorts again. “If you were into DILFs, I think 
you’d make things really awkward for Paul, ‘cause he’s totally—” 


Percy bites his hand, and the second he’s free from the induced silence he’s 
protesting. “I’m going to kill you dead, gods, how dare you, I fucking hate 
you so much—” 


Apollo kisses him, leaning in and almost crashing their noses together. 
Percy rolls his eyes even as he kisses back, then squeezes them shut, 
scooting as close as possible. It’s good. It feels right. Warm, comfortable, 
intimate. It’s not like they haven’t had a prolonged kiss at all over the last 
three days, but Apollo’s been too nervous to really get into it. Now, he 
seems fine, since he slips his hands over his thighs and grabs his waist, 
squeezing and digging his thumbs into his hips. 


“Alright,” Apollo sighs over his lips, and then kisses his jaw before tucking 
his chin over his shoulder. “I'll try to relax a little. I’m just... I care what 
they think, you know? I’m like that. I always care what others think. We 
can’t all be as daring and unapologetic as you can be.” 


Percy frowns. “I get it. No one wants to be on the wrong side of my mom, 
anyways.” 


“Tt’s quite painful,” Apollo nods. “You defend me so convincingly, as well, 
but only a few days ago me, a god, asked you, a mortal, to give me time.” 


“That’s different,” Percy whispers, pressing a kiss against Apollo’s temple. 
“You don’t have to feel guilty about it. I understand. It’s... it’s awful. It 
makes me sad, I can’t pretend it doesn’t, but I understand where you’re 
coming from. Don’t hold it against yourself if I’m not holding it against 
you. I want to see how far we could go, as well. You’re not alone in that.” 


“Tt’s quite selfish of me,” Apollo mumbles. He brings his arms around his 
waist and hugs him, kissing his neck with all the tenderness in the world. 
“Your mother has so many good points. How can I ask things of you? It'd 
be so easy to love you, but the possibility of it bringing you any sort of 
grief, of it being unfulfilling for you... it paralyzes me.” 


Percy forces down the knot in his throat and forces Apollo to look at him, 
meet his eyes. He’s frowning, a wrinkle set between his eyebrows that 
shouldn’t make him look so attractive, but it’s that ideal Ancient Greek 
profile, that perfect structure. Apollo makes it so natural, far more so than 
Calypso and Aphrodite and Athena and Zeus and even Poseidon. He has to 
admit that Wikipedia was not lying about Apollo being a high specimen of 
beauty. 


“Fear is paralyzing,” Percy says, remembering that night, when Apollo 
offered him comfort he hasn’t had in ages. He sighs. “I’m scared, too. But 
you can’t... that’s my choice. It’s my risk. You need to remember that as 
much as my dad does. You asked for time and as much as I wish we didn’t 
need it, we do. I don’t... Apollo, I don’t want to break your heart any more 
than you want to break mine.” 


Apollo stares at him for a moment, drinking in the sight of him, and then 
closes his eyes, leaning in to press their foreheads together. Percy can 
almost physically see a weight dropping from his shoulders. “I shall give it 
no further thought, then. I’d hate to be a hypocrite, asking for time but 
suffering for it.” 


Percy tries for a smile, pecking his lips. “I don’t think keeping your head 
empty of thoughts should be that difficult for you.” 


Apollo snorts and leans back, looking at him with feigned offense. “Excuse 
you, mister, I am a guest. I will not take this dishonor—” 


Percy laughs and pulls him in, shutting him up with a kiss, but Apollo 
barely starts reciprocating when his bedroom light comes on. 


Oops. Shit. “Boys, it is one a.m.” 


Apollo breaks away so fast that he hits his head against the wall, and Percy 
turns around to look at the door too fast, almost falling off the bed because 
he’s tangled in his sheets. He stares at his mom and smiles, trying to appear 
as innocent as possible. 


“Sorry?” He says, sheepish, and she rolls her eyes. “We were just talking. 
No kissing going on at all. Much less so any touching—” 


“Percy,” Apollo hisses, his voice low, but mom can clearly hear him so he 
doesn’t know why he’s bothering. “Don’t dig our grave. You gotta know 
how to circumvent it. Have you ever fought a hydra? They just pop up more 
heads!” 


| Teed 


“Of course I’ve fought hydras— did you just call my mom a hydra? Dude 
“Tt’s a metaphor!” 


“Alright,” Mom laughs, breaking up their little heated argument. “I just 
wanted to ask you to lower your voices, guys. It’s alright.” 


Apollo droops like a sunflower in the shade. “I don’t suppose you heard all 
of that conversation, my sweet, humble, beautiful, master chef host?” 


Mom raises her eyebrows, tilting her head and humming. Percy can tell that 
she’s just trying to make Apollo nervous— but he can also tell that she did 
hear some of it, if the way she’s looking between them, considerate and 
thoughtful, says anything. 


“T can neither confirm nor deny that,” she shrugs, and Apollo gets a little 
pale. She rolls her eyes. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. It’s alright. Now, how 
about we sleep? You’re both going to camp tomorrow, aren’t you?” 


“T’m four-thousand years old,” Apollo starts, sighing. “And I’ve never been 
more excited for a summer camp in my entirely dull existence.” 


Percy has to cover his mouth to keep from laughing too hard, and so does 
his mom, who just turns off the lights again and leaves, shoulders shaking. 
Percy crawls back into Apollo’s lap, ignoring his weak protests, and plants 
a long, dragged out kiss on him, sucking his tongue and pressing their hips 
together, shamelessly grinding down. Apollo looks wrecked afterwards, 
staring with his mouth open. 


“No lights-out in cabin three until I say so,” Percy whispers, as low as 
possible, against his ear. “If you join me in the shower tomorrow morning 
Ill give you a sneak-peek.” 


Apollo takes a deep, shaky breath. “I’ve created a monster, haven’t I?” 


Percy’s smug smile doesn’t disappear, even when he falls asleep. Ah, New 
York. It’s good to be back. 


21. Chapter 21 


Notes for the Chapter: 


i know what you're thinking and no it is not saturday/sunday 
depending on your timezone, it is actually friday, at least for me, i just 
decided to update early because apparently the power is gonna go out 
tomorrow across the city and im taking NO CHANCES. also i just 
wanted to update lol. either way time isn't real and we're all gonna die 
someday so we might as well enjoy all the fanfic we can before that. 


so, this one has smut. yay. but also, good luck with the first half, if you 
felt nothing you're a little dead inside. and that's okay, im def very 
dead inside myself. i left most of the camper interactions for next 
chapter, because this one was getting long, so look forwards to that for 
next week. i love me some kayla and austin being the most iconic duo 
ever, don't @ me. 


so. enjoy! 


(also just fyi, to clarify, i saw someone asking about this a couple 
weeks back in the comments and i never got the chance to reply, but 
the thing about percy being offered godhood again is me trying to 
internalize the fact that poseidon really never fucking showed up in 
HoO in any significant manner, making percy the only of the seven to 
never speak or at least see his godly parent throughout the series, 
unless im forgetting something. and if im forgetting it, it was not 
significant enough to stay in my mind so yeah. 


basically i made it up. also that whole paragraph has a lot of 
unnecessary anger. i love the series. it just isn't perfect, and that's okay. 
i will still illegally pirate the disney series when it comes out because 
im poor, so yeah. if you're still reading this, thank you, feel free to let 
your griavances in the comments, i guess. i like discussions 


let's get on with it.) 


Truth be told, he wasn’t just catching up with Frey, who kept buying him 
drinks despite his insistence that he’s seeing someone, on Christmas Eve. 
No, Apollo actually did stop at Camp Half-Blood to have that sing-along 
that he promised Will... Although, Will had avoided him for most of it. 


“Look, dad,” he’d said, standing behind Nico—he’d been using him as 
literal support, leaning on him like just the sight of Apollo made him weak; 
it is not cute in this context—and frowning, somewhere between confused 
and concerned. “It’s weird. I need a minute. I don’t know how Kayla and 
Austin already brushed it off—” 


That was a relief. “They did?” 


“There’s been a bet running for like five years now on which god would try 
to get in Percy’s pants first,’ Will went a little green, and Apollo wasn’t 
exactly thrilled by the idea, either. Oh, dear, he didn’t like where that ended 
up going. “And uh, Austin and Kayla started betting on you after the whole 
Grove of Dodona thing— you were kinda blatantly staring at Percy, to be 
honest, but I never thought—” 


“T’m sorry,” Apollo said, then shook his head. “Actually, that’s relative, so I 
guess I’m specifically sorry about the way you found out.” 


“Will owes me like a hundred bucks, he’s just in denial,” Nico chimed in, 
grinning. He seemed ridiculously unaffected by the awkwardness of the 
whole encounter. When both of them stared at him, he just shrugged. “I told 
him Percy was a littlk—how did Kayla say it, fruity? That was a slur back 
in my day, but whatever—I told him on Thanksgiving that I thought Percy 
was seeing a guy, and because he likes blonds I thought they’d be related to 
him, but Percy kinda jumped the shark by a mile.” 


“Nico,” Will wheezed out a breath. “I owe you fifty bucks, first of all—” 
“What about interest?” 


That conversation really went off the rails after that, but Apollo was pleased 
to know that most campers bet on him trying to get to Percy before any 
other god. Sure, it means most demigods think he’s easy, but they’d be 


right, pre-Lester. Now, he’s just a slut for Percy Jackson and his lower back 
dimples, crowning an ass that Michelangelo and Da Vinci would have just 
loved to paint. 


Admittedly, Apollo had stared too much at Percy when he was Lester. How 
could he not? The hormones of mortal teenage bodies are nothing to envy. 
Percy had wiped sand off his neck while looking at him, ran his hands 
through his hair, done all sorts of impressive feats— if he hadn’t been 
turned mortal, he probably would’ve tried to flirt with him again, at some 
point, much like he wanted to when his dear Celedon went rogue and he 
convinced him to help, but was so distracted by the prospect of a concert 
and expired warranties to remember to try. 


Gods, he was an awful person. Whatever. He’s fucking Percy Jackson now, 
so he must have done something right— or terribly, terribly wrong. He 
hasn’t quite decided yet. 


Either way, the prospect of being back at Camp Half-Blood, this time with 
Percy by his side, after spending two nights at the Jackson-Blofis home in 
what could only be described his own personal Elysium with a few minor 
things missing (namely, a Leto, an Artemis, a Meg, a Rachel, and nine 
Muses) is absolutely terrifying, no matter how much he loves the place. 


“You seem worried that people will give you shit,” Percy commented, 
before they left the apartment. “Don’t worry, I’ll kick their asses for you. 
No one’s telling either of us what to do or how to feel.” 


Apollo had wanted to get on his knees so disturbingly fast, from the wave 
of love that hit him at those words, that he had actually gotten dizzy. Gods, 
Percy Jackson. A real force of nature and beauty who deserves some godly 
devotion. He might just end up convincing Apollo that he isn’t making any 
mistakes by wanting him, but that’s a thought for another day. 


Nico is the one that welcomes them this time around since Will seems to be 
avoiding as much trauma as he can, which he can't blame him for. It is early 
in the morning and it’s winter, so there aren’t many campers around to see 
Percy aggressively hold his hand until it potentially bruises. He seems to 
need emotional support as much as he does. 


“Hey,” Nico says, arms crossed, expression neutral. Percy rolls his eyes and 
grabs his shoulders, pulling him into a hug, and Apollo gets the blackmail 
material necessary for an emergency when Nico blushes bright red. 
“Whatever. I’ ll kick your ass.” 


“T missed you too, buddy,” Percy snorts, ruffling his hair, and then extends 
his hand out to Apollo as he steps back, like he’s showing off a new vase. 
Apollo keeps down his smile, staring at him with an expression he knows 
must look lovesick, grabbing the offered hand and intertwining their 
fingers. He resists the urge to kiss it. “You’ve heard about the tragedy, 
right?” 


Nico nods, smirking. “At least he’s cute.” 


“Thank you for sparing me,” Apollo says, because he could’ve said so 
much worse, and Percy laughs. Apollo stares at him and sighs. “I’m not 
even the cute one between us though—” 


“Yikes, that’s too much,” Nico stops him, but Percy still flusters, shaking 
his head with an exasperated grin. “Come on, I want to see Chiron’s face 
when he sees you two.” 


Oh. “Perseus, would you get mad if I skipped—” 


He doesn’t get to finish that sentence before he’s getting pulled down the 
hill and in the direction of the Big House. Great. Dionysus is nowhere to be 
seen, which Apollo takes as a miracle in and of itself, because he does not 
need more reasons to want to beat him up for giving him shit at the solstice. 
Nor does he want Percy to get mad and possibly disrespectful towards a 
god. That’d be messy; he can perfectly picture Poseidon adding it to his list 
of evidence as to why Apollo is a Bad Influence™ on his son. Not that he’s 
wrong; where else would Percy have found such a good teacher for giving 
head? 


At least Chiron doesn’t immediately laugh at him, nor does he seem 
disgusted. Nico, for his part, hangs back, visibly disappointed at that. 


“Lord Apollo,” Chiron nods, bowing his head in greeting, as timeless and 
ancient as always. “Percy, it’s good to see you both again. To what do I owe 
the honor?” 


“J missed being around,” Percy sighs, and Apollo can’t help but stare at 
him, as Chiron sets a caring hand on his shoulder. It really is like just 
stepping in New York has revitalized him; his sleep has only gotten heavier 
and heavier. He’s starting to hate the thought of having to take him back to 
California after New Years. “There’s no place like camp, Chiron. No place 
like home.” 


“T’m happy to have you back, Percy. Please, enjoy yourself. It’s been too 
long since we’ve had you for more than a heartbeat,” Chiron says, eyes 
twinkling with affection as he pats Percy’s shoulder, then he turns towards 
Apollo and amusement colors his features. “Lord Apollo, you’ll have to 
forgive me if I say that I believe you’ve become quite interestingly attached 
to the scenery.” 


Apollo squirms as Percy snorts. “Chiron, that’s a rather crude way of 
referring to your student.” 


“T learned from the best, didn’t I?” He chuckles, and Apollo brings a hand 
up to his heart, wounded, even if it’s just for the dramatics. 


“Low-blow, old friend,” he says, sighing as loudly as possible. “Perhaps I 
shall now vote in favor of Dionysus’ wish for setting up a fountain—” 


“T yield,” Chiron shakes his head, grimacing. “Perhaps we could discuss 
this over a game of chess? It’s been entirely too long since I’ve beaten you, 
my lord.” 


“Oh, absolutely,” Apollo looks at Percy, and leans in to whisper, faux- 
subtle. He winks. “Don’t let him trick you, Perseus, I taught him how to 
play. I let him win—” 


“Dear Zeus, the utter lies—” 


Percy laughs, shaking his head, and doesn't seem to be completely aware of 
what he's doing until after he's pulled him in to kiss him. As he registers it, 
he colors bright pink, wincing with embarrassment. It's charming, and he 
would plant another kiss on him if he were feeling a little mean. 


Apollo raises his eyebrows at him instead, pretending he can't hear Chiron 
awkwardly clearing his throat and Nico wolf-whistling. "Percy, why don't 
you go enjoy yourself while I remind Chiron who raised him?" 


"Damn," Percy whistles. "You could just say you're going to have an adult 
conversation. No need to throw me out, babe." 


Apollo audibly chokes. "Did you just—" 


Percy, face red, turns around and leaves before Apollo can finish that 
sentence, Nico trailing behind with a look so smug that he knows that's 
gonna be an embarrassing conversation. Well. That— that is a lot to 
process. 


"Lord Apollo," Chiron calls, and when he looks at him, he offers him a 
placating, understanding smile. "You seem quite besotted, I'd say. When I 
heard the rumors, I didn't expect..." 


Apollo sighs. "Do not remind me. It is the worst it's ever been." 


Chiron raises an eyebrow as he leads him to his rooms, tail waving 
nervously. "That is a bold claim, my friend." 


"I'd assume you more than anyone would know that Percy Jackson is not to 
be taken lightly. There hasn't been one like him since Achilles," Apollo 
points out, and Chiron concedes with a nod. This is a conversation he 
neglected on Christmas Eve, and it was probably for the best. He has no 
idea if Chiron will offer his wise centaur advice or if he'll just remain a 
spectator, but either way... the lack of judgement is good. "Isn't it funny 
how you're the first immortal who hasn't wanted to slap me on the back of 
the head or rip it off for this?" 


"If there's anything I've learned in my years, friend..." Chiron pauses, 
considering his words for a moment. He pulls Apollo's favorite chess set 
from a shelf, blowing the dust off; it's truly been too long. "...it's that we— 
humans and gods and all in-between alike—are bound to repeat the same 
patterns of behavior. It does not mean free-will is not real nor that our lives 
are meaningless, but it works in the same way that history imitates art and 
art imitates history." 


Apollo hums. "What you're saying is I was bound to chase after this again, 
at some point, and fall this deeply?" 


"You say this, my Lord, as if love is a forbidden word," Chiron raises an 
eyebrow at him as he sits, legs bending under his body. He sets the chess 
board in between them, and Apollo blows air at them again, leaving the 
pieces shining. Chiron gives him a grateful nod. "Perhaps you've felt that it 
is forbidden for you, for far too long, friend." 


"Bitterness and cynicism is the bane of my existence," Apollo sighs. "Goes 
against everything I am, yet I'm full of it." 


"You're no cynic," Chiron makes him take the white pieces, and Apollo 
stares at the board for a second. He decides to go for a French defense. 
"How can the bright one be a cynic?" 


"How can the dead centaur speak?" Apollo retorts. "We're a pair of 
paradoxes." 


"Mortality has made you honest once again, though I recall you being more 
optimistic than this in the aftermath," Chiron sighs as they take a moment to 
focus on the game; Apollo's despaired to realize that neither of them are out 
of practice. This will be a long one. "What is it that actually worries you, 
Apollon? Any god or goddess out there, any demigod or mortal— they'd be 
thankful to have Perseus’ precious time. Only a look drives the campers 
wild; I would know." 


Apollo looks at the board, and flips his king and tower. "Do you ever miss 
her?" 


Chiron closes his eyes briefly, a nostalgic smile taking over his lips. 
"Clariklo would never forgive me if I dared cling to her memory every 
single day, my friend." 


"That's not what I asked," Apollo swallows. "It was one of my biggest 
honors to bless your marriage. The day she faded, I remember your 
heartbreak. How do you move on from that?" 


“You don’t,” Chiron sighs, looking at his pawns. He doesn’t make a move. 
“There is nothing quite like it, Lord Apollo, for us immortals. Our love is 
not unconditional, but when we give it, we’re likely to give it fully— even 
with its setbacks. Only mortals have the luxury of truly moving on, because 
their time is limited. Did you ever move on from Hyacinthus?” 


Apollo’s lip trembles. “It stopped hurting so much. I’ve accepted it. His 
name is forever a scar on my essence.” 


“That’s the extent of how I feel,” Chiron nods, finally deciding to move his 
queen instead. Apollo winces; he was hoping he wouldn’t. “It is not easy 
for us to reach that point of quiet acceptance. Lady Demeter still argues 
over her Kore, doesn’t she? Lord Zeus and Lady Hera are forever tangled in 
mutual disillusion. Lord Hephaestus is still quietly infatuated with Lady 
Athena. It is harder to change a god than it is to end a war.” 


“T changed,” Apollo sighs, frowning down at his pieces. He is not trading 
towers, thank you. “It did me more good than it did me wrong, but now I 
worry if I’ll ever be able to adapt back to the most... undesirable aspects of 
immortality. Where will my mind be in a century, Chiron? If I ever stop 
weeping over their graves, I’m not sure I want to know.” 


“T am of the opinion that your quest did not as much change you, my friend, 
as it did bring out the best in you,” Chiron chuckles, shaking his head as he 
swipes his knight. Fuck. “After all, you were always wise and curious and, 
dare I say, courageous in your own way. You’re the one that brings harmony 
and logic to Olympus, the one that brings song and dance, as much as 
you’ve brought war. What other gods would have picked up a discarded 
centaur, and put a lyre in his hands instead of a weapon?” 


“T did give you a weapon eventually,” Apollo huffs out a humorless laugh. 
“T keep telling myself— and Artemis, that I want to love again. I’m so 
exhausted, old friend, but I find myself at a contradiction. I am willing to 
suffer for love again, yet I’m also scared of it.” 


“We both know Lady Aphrodite,” Chiron shoots him a smile, with those 
old, kind eyes of his, that settles a knot in his throat. “She is to be feared. 
There’s nothing wrong with that. How you move past that fear— you 
already know what it takes.” 


“Tt was easier as a mortal,” Apollo shakes his head. “So much easier, 
Chiron. Terrestrial things kept me going: hunger, tiredness, the damned 
existence of a bladder— they told me, ‘this is you, make the most of your 
time’ as I looked at that April deadline. And then there’s the things that 
keep me going now, my love for Meg and dozens of others, who one day 
will not be here. I would kill and die for them, again and forever, but they 
don’t have forever, and I can't die. Perseus Jackson doesn’t even want 
forever.” 


“And that’s why you’re here,” Chiron sighs. “You want me to tell you, my 
lord, that you’re committing a mistake, as well? You want another immortal 
telling you that Percy Jackson is off-limits, for the sake of you both?” 


Apollo swallows. “Perhaps? I— I see him, and I wish... I wish it were 
simpler. He isn't holding my fears against me, but he deserves better. I wish 
for mortality, once more. Wouldn’t I have been better off as Lester, Chiron? 
He would’ve been able to love freely and without regrets, he would’ve been 
able to take this risk. As Phoebus, I hesitate.” 


“We all hesitate when it comes to love, my lord,” Chiron gives the chess 
board a nudge, perhaps asking if he’ll make his move or not, but Apollo 
cares little for the game; he knocks over his king, which earns him another 
deep sigh. “When my dear Clariklo faded, I too had the wish to follow her, 
much like you cursed your immortality when Hyacinthus passed in your 
arms. It is what love does to us. But you know that there is more to it than 
loss. You know that the memories are what keep that love alive in our 
hearts. Their names won’t be forgotten as long as we cherish them. Loss... 
it should not be what you focus on.” 


“It is what my mind goes to,” Apollo runs a hand through his hair, closing 
his eyes. “I do not matter, in comparison to the safety of his heart, but... he 
can do better than an open ended question, Chiron. He has that luxury of 
moving on. What should I do with this knowledge, then?” 


“Dare I say, friend, that you do what mortals do, and what some of us 
immortals dare to,” Chiron stands, hooves clicking against wood, and 
Apollo hears the sound of the door opening. “Hope. Isn’t it always the last 
thing that’s lost? Trust him, and trust yourself. You’ve proven that you’re 
stronger than you think, and Percy won't ever ask you to sacrifice yourself 
for him.” 


“Easier said than done.” Apollo opens his eyes and looks at the open door 
— at the sweet temptation of meeting Percy’s eyes once more. 


“Give it some thought, Apollo, or even none at all and let things develop as 
the Fates dictate,” Chiron beckons him over, and Apollo stands slowly, lips 
tight. “But don’t deny him his choice. His time is now. Don’t waste it.” 


Gods, it feels like someone is playing that old, Nordic horn, that marks the 
beginning of their end. Like the Romans calling on Mars’ name, so similar 
to a declaration of battle, of war. Apollo thinks the words and wonders if 
Eros and Aphrodite are enjoying themselves over tea. It gets louder every 
second that he spends with Percy. 


Beware, it goes, for Phoebus Apollon is in love again. 


"So," Nico puts his hands in his pockets, trying with his entire being to look 
casual. Percy decides not to tell him he's failing. "You like guys, huh?" 


Percy stares out at camp from the Big House porch, leaning on the railing, 
fighting his blush. There's so much he wants to do: climb the lava wall, go 
canoeing, kick someone's ass during hand-to-hand combat training, sit by 
the hearth and have some s'mores. But the day probably isn't long enough 
for him to do all that, and it's been a while since he's felt this... at peace. 
Watching his home like this, the sun high over the cabins, the water of the 


beach shore calling, the general background noises coming from the 
campers mingling; it's good. He needed it. 


"I do," Percy sighs, looking over at Nico. "I had the stupidest, briefest crush 
on Jason. And probably Luke, too. I definitely thought Beckendorf was hot, 
and Thanatos—well. This must be really funny to you." 


"Eh," Nico shrugs, but he doesn't do a good job at suppressing his smug 
smile. "It's up there. You were the picture perfect ideal for—" 


"Straight, unavailable and irresistible?" Percy suggests, lips twitching. Nico 
makes a gagging noise, and Percy rolls his eyes. "Dude, rude." 


"I was gonna say ‘hopelessly clueless', actually," Nico snorts as Percy 
agrees with a nod. "I feel like I'm missing an inside joke here." 


"Too bad," Percy shrugs, hands sweating, but he’s handling this better than 
he thought he would. For all his reassurances to Apollo, this is still really 
awkward, if funny. He decides to look at things on the bright side for once. 
"Does this mean we have the same type?" 


"You're fucking my in-law, Percy," Nico deadpans. "That hardly counts—" 
"C'mon, it does count, they're both blond—" 
"Because they are related!" 


"If you two are talking about what I think you're talking about, I'm going 
straight back to my cabin," Will announces, staring at them from the porch 
steps. Percy meets his eyes and he blanches a little. "Ugh. Seriously, Percy, 
did I do something to offend you?" 


Percy pretends to think about it, recalling his thought-process on 
Thanksgiving. "You did tell me to date your sister—" 


"So you fucked my dad?!" Will approaches with the full air of someone 
that's seen and heard a little too much in his life, except more dramatic. He 
stops beside Nico, arms crossed, NYU hoodie rolled up to his elbows. 
"Listen, I'm usually really chill—" 


"He's really not," Nico comments, setting an arm on his shoulder— he’s 
still too short for that, but Percy doesn’t want to get stabbed any time soon, 
so he doesn’t say anything. 


"but this keeps me up at night. How? Actually, why?" Will pauses, 
leaning back against the railing, shaking his head in disbelief. He seems 
genuinely aggravated. "Like... the mechanics of it confuse me. Don't get 
me wrong— dad is great. Apollo is great. Lester really brought him down to 
earth, but I expected any other camper to get involved before you." 


Percy hums. "I'm sorry to be the one to tell you this, Will, but your dad is 
kinda, like, really hot." 


Nico laughs so hard at the horrified face Will pulls that Percy almost 
expects the floor to crack open. "Oh, gods, Will, I kinda have to agree there 


W 


"Nico!" Will hisses, scandalized. "I'm breaking up with you." 


"With me, too?" Percy asks, to which Nico starts laughing harder. Will runs 
his hand over his face like he wants to wake up from a nightmare, so Percy 
takes pity on him. “I’m sorry, dude, it’s just kinda funny—” 


“Tt really isn’t.” 


“Tt is a little funny,” Nico nudges him with his arm. “C’mon, Solace, it’s 
Percy. Who else would be crazy enough to do your dad? Full offense, by 
the way.” 


“Full offense taken,” Percy nods with a snort, watching Will roll his eyes. 
“Will, it makes no sense to me either. He’s a god, and you know how I feel 
about them. What we have.... It'll probably be more trouble than it'll be 
worth it, but at least I’m having fun. It’s unexpected, but... I’m okay with 
it. Uh, more than okay, even.” 


Percy tries not to sound as serious as his words are, but Will’s expression 
falls, the look in his eyes softening, as he exchanges a look with Nico, who 
also seems like he caught his meaning. The silence becomes a little 


awkward, up until Will sighs, running a hand through his hair and looking 
at the ground. 


“Listen, it’s not like I’m upset,” he starts, then pauses. “Actually, I am 
upset, but mostly because I know both of you, and I don’t want to pick sides 
if this blows up, Percy. I care about both of you too much for that. He is my 
dad.” 


“T get it,” Percy winces. “I’m sorry, it’s just— I like him? And I think he 
likes me. And that we’re both freaking out about it at all times, just trying to 
work it out without anything blowing up. Poseidon and mom already gave 
him a hard time, and I don’t want... we don’t want to make a mess.” 


Nico reaches over to pat his back, awkward yet comforting. “And we don’t 
want either of you to be hurt. I think— I mean, it’s weird. I got to give Will 
points on that, but it also makes sense.” 


Will frowns as Percy raises an eyebrow. “Really?” 


“Do Persephone and my dad make sense on paper? Not really. And many 
people would say Will and I make zero sense,” Nico shrugs. “In practice, 
though, we’re not too bad—” 


Will sputters. “—is there something you need to tell me?” 


“—_shut up, I love you, I’m trying to make a point here,” Nico leans off 
Will, just to dig his elbow on his side. In response, Will wraps his arm 
around his shoulders, pulling him in, amused. “As I was saying, my parents 
work in a weird way. We work in a weird way. You get used to it.” 


“You’re the second person to compare us to Hades and Persephone and I 
don’t know how to feel about it,” Percy admits. He hesitates to voice his 
next thought, thinking it might be too much, but a part of him can’t help it, 
and it wins over. “How... how did you guys know that you wanted to be 
together?” 


Will and Nico exchange another look, and Percy shies his eyes away, not 
knowing how to handle such open love and consideration. 


Will clears his throat. “Are you both really that... you know?” 


Percy laughs, feeling his face flush. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s just me. It’s 
probably just me.” 


“T mean,” Nico says, frowning. “Give yourself some credit, Percy. You’re 
great. And Apollo is...” 


The three of them stay quiet, knowing there’s too many words and too 
much history to put it down to simple words. But he understands. “Yeah, 
I’m just— a little scared. And he’s really scared, too. But I know what I’m 
doing. And what he’s doing. You don’t need to worry.” 


A shared, doubtful look, and then Will sighs, rolling down his sleeves just 
to cuff them over his wrists, giving himself something to do as Nico fidgets 
with the chain on his jeans and Percy taps his fingers against the porch 
railing, resisting the urge to squirm. You could practically breathe in the 
ADHD. 


“Fine,” Will says, shaking his head like he can’t believe what he’s about to 
say. “I’m alright with you... doing whatever you’re doing with my dad. I 
trust you to do damage control. I just... don’t want to see it. I need some 
time.” 


“Would it make you feel better to know I seduced him, so it’s kinda my 
fault?” 


Will groans, closing his eyes and turning away, dragging Nico with him. 
“I’m gonna go bleach my brain. I’!l see you around.” 


That probably didn’t help, but whatever. He’ll get over it, or at least Percy 
hopes so. Being responsible for his questionable decisions is something that 
he has always been good at, but this is different from, say, dividing up 
cabins to defend Manhattan, or tricking Gaea into letting him drink the right 
vial of gorgon’s blood. This can’t even compare to that day when the Titan 
War ended and he got together with Annabeth. 


That had been simple. It was what was expected. There was some certainty 
there, there was a sense of hope that could only come from the relief of his 
duty being over—or so he thought; fuck Hera—and now he’s here, wanting 
things that he doesn’t know if he should have. His mom’s words putting a 
nail through his heart: gods have no ends. 


Fuck. It’s overwhelming. Percy didn’t think there was something that he 
hasn’t somehow already gone through, but here he is. He shouldn’t 
underestimate the fact that he’s still only twenty-one. 


He does the next logical thing and goes into cabin three. It’s been too long 
since he’s been here; dust welcomes him and makes him sneeze, so he gets 
on with cleaning up, knowing he’ll spend the night. To clear his mind, he 
only focuses on this task, opening the windows and changing bed sheets 
and sweeping the floor. He’s glad that cabin inspection is not happening 
right now; he has no doubt Chiron would make him do all the chores, even 
if he’s only staying for tonight. 


Honestly, he wouldn’t complain. He’s missed this place. There’s barely 
anyone he knows here— Clarisse and Chris are finishing up college, Rachel 
is probably looking for excuses to opt out of her family’s New Years party, 
and a lot of campers overall have taken the risk of moving to New Rome 
after high school. 


There’s a whole new generation of awkward, fumbling, confused demigods 
now, and sometimes Percy thinks about what stories they might be growing 
on, what they might think of the gods and their siblings and just camp 
overall, now that he’s made things a little better for all of them. Now that 
there’s peace and no one is pointing fingers at twelve-year-olds, claiming 
they stole some sacred lighting rod. 


Is this what getting old feels like? Only five years ago he couldn’t imagine 
anything other than making it through high school, now he’s wondering 
what he should do regarding med-school, because his time in pre-med is 
running out fast. By spring break, he’ll have to have at least a few set 
options, unless he wants to take that sabbatical he never took. 


Honestly, he blanches at the idea of getting out of the rhythm of studying. 
He’d probably have to relearn how to do it all over again, but one thing is 
certain: he’s starting to think life in New Rome, across the country, by 
himself, is highly overrated... and Will is in NYU pre-med, while Rachel is 
on the hunt for roommates so she can say suck it to the unnecessarily big 
penthouse. 


And there’s Apollo. His heart does somersaults and Percy looks at the 
ceiling from where he’s kneeling on the floor, shaking dust from the bottom 
of his dresser and making sure he didn’t abandon anything down there 
causing an ant infestation. Gods, Apollo, charming motherfucker, just by 
brightening up his life a little, he’s made Percy at least seventy-percent 
more optimistic about his future. 


Ugh. Just thinking about it makes him want to run laps around camp and 
maybe fight a hydra. It would surely be less painful. That lava wall is 
looking ridiculously sexy right now. 


“Now that is the weirdest thing I’ve heard you think,” Apollo says, and 
Percy turns around towards the entrance to see him leaning against the 
doorway, not stepping past the threshold. He winks at Percy. “I was 
enjoying the view, don’t mind me.” 


He blushes up to his ears, but he does turn back to what he was doing. “Do 
you just listen to my thoughts now?” 


“More like I get this nagging little phone-call in the back of my brain that’s 
like ‘hm, Percy Jackson is either thinking about how hot you are or cursing 
your bits, you should check it out’,” Apollo pauses, whistling as Percy 
presses his chest against the floor, which makes him blush even harder, but 
he finds a discarded hair-comb under the dresser, so it’s worth it. “I even 


got you a ringtone in my head.” 


“Really?” Percy grunts, stretching out his arm to grab the comb, shivering 
at the cobwebs. He’s going to take a shower after this. “What is it?” 


“Doja Cat’s ‘Freak’,” Apollo sighs, ignoring how Percy takes such a deep 
breath out of shock that he breathes in dust, and starts coughing. “Oh, 


you’re familiar with that one, baby?” 


Percy clears his throat and closes his eyes for a second. “You have no 
proof.” 


“I knew you didn’t just listen to classic rock, you’re too queer for that,” 
Apollo chuckles, and Percy decides that he’s done cleaning, standing up and 
turning to face him. He hasn’t moved from the door. “What’s your favorite 
song that isn’t rock?” 


“T’m not answering that,” Percy shakes his head, thinking of his phone— 
it’s in his nightstand, he put it there before he started cleaning. He might 
have to put a password on it; he doesn’t want to know what kinda teasing 
Apollo would do with the knowledge of what lingers on his Spotify 
playlists. He shouldn’t have let Piper hook him up. “How was your talk 
with Chiron? Did he tell you to break up with me?” 


Apollo’s expression closes up for just a second, but he relaxes back almost 
instantly. Percy holds back a frown. “Of course not, Percy, he’s not like that. 
He just... gave me some advice.” 


“Alright,” Percy nods, careful. “Are you going to follow it? It was probably 
good advice.” 


“Probably,” Apollo mumbles, trailing his eyes down Percy’s body. “You’re 
looking dusty.” 


Percy raises an eyebrow at the subject change, but he gets it. Chiron has a 
habit of keeping things simple yet meaningful, and he probably needs time 
to process whatever they talked about. Besides, it’s more than likely that he 
wouldn’t be here if it had been enough to change his mind about anything. 


“I’m taking a shower,” Percy runs a hand through his hair, heart speeding 
up as he looks at Apollo from under his eyelashes, chin ducked. “You 


coming?” 


Apollo’s mouth drops open. “I, uh— that’s an amazing call-back, wow—” 


“Apollo,” Percy shakes his head, smiling. “If you don’t come over here, I’m 
grabbing you myself, and I’ll make you regret that.” 


“Oh, okay, that’s... a threat,” Apollo nods, whistling, looking him up and 
down once more. Percy takes the chance to remove his hoodie, and Apollo 
instantly grabs the door and starts closing it, despite him having a t-shirt 
undemeath. He still doesn’t step inside, awkwardly standing in the space 
left by the door. “You know, these cabins are basically... temples. They are 
kinda, you know, tied to us—” 


“If my dad wants to interrupt, he can do it after you’re done with me,” 
Percy shrugs, and lifts his shirt, only to pause. “But I guess if you’re too 
scared, I’ll just go in by myself, and take care of it alone—” 


Apollo steps inside so fast that the cabin door slams shut, and so do the 
windows, by themselves. “Holy shit, you absolutely have a death wish, and 
that’s unfairly hot, Perseus.” 


Percy would’ve said something like ‘not as much as you do’ if it wasn’t for 
Apollo grabbing his wrist and pulling him in, crashing their lips together. 
Percy takes a deep breath, pressing up against him; his other hand comes up 
and grabs the collar of his shirt, forcing him closer. It may be unnecessarily 
violent, considering they’ve been sleeping in the same bed, but there’s a 
fragile freedom here, in his second home, that makes it all the more intense. 


Restraint is a bitch. No wonder the sea hates it. 


Apollo pushes him all the way into the bathroom, shedding Percy’s clothes 
as he goes. The way he bites so viciously at his lips has goosebumps 
appearing on his skin, an electric energy in the air that goes beyond the 
shared lust they’ve known until now; a deeper hunger, brewing in the space 
between them with the need to make it disappear. 


“Fuck,” Percy gasps with a shiver, laughing as he hears the shower turn 
itself on. “I didn’t do that.” 


“Get wet,” Apollo says, hooking his fingers on his underwear as he presses 
his lips against his pulse. Percy’s breath catches, feeling Apollo speak 


against it. “You’re going to be really quiet, baby, because if your father 
realizes exactly what’s going on I’m dead meat.” 


Percy’s brain, fuzzy with lust, allows his tongue to run free. “Not if I get to 
him first.” 


Apollo laughs, a dark, low sound against his skin. “I don’t doubt you’d do 
that and succeed, but let’s not test the Fates today, you feisty hurricane.” 


Percy's back meets the shower wall and his underwear drops to the floor, 
immediately getting soaked. Apollo's still fully clothed, which seems 
counterproductive, but he doesn't appear to be getting wet. 


"Don't copy me," Percy mumbles, hands finding their way to his belt. He 
undoes it with surprisingly sane, quick fingers, pops the button, and 
immediately dives his hand inside, groping Apollo's cock. The groan he 
receives in response goes straight to his dick. "Fuck, kinda wanna suck you 
off." 


"Another day," Apollo rocks his hips forwards, and then he grabs Percy's 
wrist, pulling his hand out. "Turn around." 


Percy does with no hesitation. "If you eat me out that's unfair." 


"Who said anything about that?" Apollo snorts, lips landing on the nape of 
his neck, biting briefly before trialing warm kisses to his shoulders— 
digging in with his teeth at the side of his neck and provoking a moan. 
"Eager." 


Percy huffs out a breath. "Thanks, I think your dick agrees." 


Apollo laughs, the sound muffled against his skin, and his hands roam his 
body, tracing scars and following them all the way to his waist, then lower 
to his ass. Percy closes his eyes, leaning his forehead against the wall, 
biting his lip when Apollo presses his hips forwards, in the mock of a 
thrust, before pulling back. 


"You'd be right," he whispers, almost drowned out by his heartbeat and the 
sound of the water running. One of his hands leaves this ass, and there's a 
shuffling noise; next thing he knows, Apollo's pressing his bare cock 
against him, and Percy covers his mouth in response, trying to remember to 
be quiet. Apollo's next words are still low, barely a mumble. "Good boy, 
Percy." 


He earns a full body shiver and goosebumps. Apollo gropes his ass once, 
then he spreads the cheeks— the noise that breaks out from his throat is 
barely muffled by his hand, and he instantly arches his back, pushing back 
his butt. 


"Ah, hold it," Apollo chuckles, but doesn't stop moving; he casually presses 
his hips even closer, sliding his cock in the space he's created, thrusting 
once. He feels it as intimately as one can imagine: the way it drags slightly 
because of the lack of lubricant, how the girth of it presses suggestively 
against his rim. Percy's already shaking, but he doesn't move any further. 
"There we go. You like it?" 


"Yes," Percy breathes out, and then Apollo pulls back, slides back in— 
gods. Holy shit. He tenses up, muscles of his lower abdomen tensing up, 
which makes his ass clench and it's just amazing. Apollo presses a kiss 
against his shoulder, and he can smell the self-satisfaction in the air, so he 
forces out a semi coherent thought. "Ah, uh, it... it would be better inside, 
though..." 


"Greedy," Apollo admonishes him, trailing his lips up his neck and leaving 
marks, pulling at his earlobe with his teeth before speaking directly into his 
ear. "It's not too dry? Everything's fine?" 


"Oh, gods, if you don't do something I'm going to fucking lose it, of course 
it's fine—" 


Apollo thrusts again, harder, and unprepared as he was, Percy almost slams 
his forehead against the wall, but Apollo doesn't stop for him. If anything, 
he sets a hand on his hip to guide them further back, getting a better angle, 
and then he uses one hand to trail his belly and finally, finally wrap a hand 
around his cock. 


Percy moans so hard, a loud sound that echoes off the tile, that Apollo 
punishes him for it by digging what little nails he has on the hand holding 
his ass open into his skin, sending thrills down his spine. 


"Quiet," he says, still right next to his ear. He squeezes his dick once, still 
thrusting against him, tempting him— teasing him with what he could have. 


"Please," Percy mumbles, a weak sound that comes out shaky and muffled 
under his hand. He doesn't dare move into the hand gripping him because 
he doesn't want to lose this angle; Apollo's cock head rubs maddenly good 
against his perineum, threatens the stretch of his ass, grazes his balls just 
enough to make him gasp between breaths. "Gods, I— please, just fuck me. 
Apollo, please..." 


"You get so polite like this," is all he says, not even sounding winded, much 
less so sorry. Percy opens his eyes just to stare down at his cock in his hand, 
silently begging. There's a sigh. "We still have to work on your stamina. 
You break too easily when I put my hands on you." 


Percy whimpers. "You're a god." 


"And you, Perseus," Apollo shoots back, and mercifully starts stroking him. 
Matching the rhythm of his thrusts, long and hard; agonizingly controlled to 
the point where it isn't too slow or too fast. Percy almost sobs. "Have never 
let that stop you, have you?" 


He's too busy trying to keep himself quiet to answer; it's too good. With his 
eyes open, he can almost see Apollo's cock working between his legs, along 
with the strokes of his hand, and it turns him on more than any piece of 
pornography that he's ever listened to or read or watched—not that the bar 
is high. But gods, it gets him so close, Percy can feel his muscles tensing 
again, the pressure gathering in his crotch, a chorus of yesyesyesyesyesyes 
echoing in his head— 


Apollo's hand stops moving on a downstroke and squeezes his base. Percy 
almost bites the skin of his hand off with how he chokes, his whole body 
tightening up as the sensations slow down, taking resolution away from 
him. He tears up at this, letting out a hiccuping sob. 


"Why?" He asks, shivering as Apollo doesn't stop moving, as he slowly 
starts stroking him again, bringing him back up twice as fast. "Oh, gods, 
why, what—" 


"I did say we needed to work on that stamina," Apollo answers, just slightly 
riled up from what went down. Percy realizes with a blush that this whole 
time he's been watching himself work on his cock from over his shoulder, 
which sends a shot of arousal right down to his dick, already getting him 
way too close, fuck, fuck, fuck— "Wanted to see how you'd react. Do you 
like it?" 


Percy leans his head back against his shoulder and moans, squeezing his 
eyes shut as Apollo stops again. His chest is heaving and he probably looks 
so desperate right now that he'd be embarrassed if he could be, but there's 
an odd wave of pleasure washing through his body distracting him. Not an 
orgasm, no, just heat and pressure and goosebumps. The tensing and 
relaxing of his muscles as Apollo starts the process again. 


"Ah, I think so?" His hips rock forwards a little, cock twitching, but just as 
fast he's rocking them back, making him let out a groan as Apollo's cock 
proves to be addicting even like this. "You... you could do it again...?" 


A hum against his neck. "Of course." 


He does it three more times. By the second he's openly sobbing, rocking his 
hips back against his cock and begging. The third time, he takes his sweet 
time up until a certain point, speeding up so suddenly that Percy cums so 
hard, he forgets all inhibitions and Apollo has to cover his mouth himself, 
waves of heat hitting his body from head to toe, his legs almost giving out. 
It's a long orgasm, built up to /ast; Apollo strokes him through it until he 
goes boneless, until he feels too sensitive and his body stops twitching. 


He's vaguely aware of Apollo pressing his legs together and sliding his cock 
between his thighs, fucking them to his heart's content, and he doesn't 
recover proper brain processing power until Apollo maneuvers him to stand 
under the shower head for a few seconds, holding him close a running a 
hand through his hair, the other covering him in soap. 


Percy stares at him, then moves in and kisses him. He's still shaky despite 
the water and the kiss is deeper, heavier than usual, both of them giving in 
to it and making out for longer than they probably should, since they've 
already taken too long in the shower. 


"You know," Apollo whispers, pressing his smile against Percy's shoulder. 
"This is terrible for the environment." 


Percy blinks. "Fuck the environment and get inside me like yesterday, 
fucking shit, that was so fucking good—" 


Apollo laughs, pressing a kiss against his skin and shaking his head. "I'm 
adding edging to the list of kinks I helped you discover." 


“You mean your exploit list, don’t you?” 
“Yep I ” 


Getting out of the shower is an ordeal. Between his shaky legs and the way 
they insist on clinging to each other, the chances of ending up on the floor 
are incredibly high, but they manage. Apollo takes one look at him as he 
dresses, fixing up his pants—it seems unfair he didn’t even have to get 
naked because he wouldn’t have minded the sight at all—and pulls a 
familiar turtleneck from the backpack Percy packed that he certainly 
doesn’t own nor did he put in there. 


“Kinda overdid it,” he mumbles, gesturing at his neck, and Percy shakes his 
head but he’s blushing as he tugs the turtleneck on, remembering how it had 
looked on Apollo. He doesn’t know how to feel about the fit on him; it’s 
tight, much more so than the clothes he usually wears, but a cursory glance 
at the mirror lets him know that it’s nowhere near the level of revealing it 
had been on Apollo. “You should wear these more.” 


“Don’t know if it’s my style,” Percy sighs. “I like it better on you.” 
“You sell yourself short,” Apollo reaches over and tugs the neck, 


inadvertently—or maybe purposely—pulling him in. Percy blinks up at him 
and swallows, because Apollo’s expression is a little intense: carefully 


neutral except for the furrow of his eyebrows, the way he runs his eyes over 
his face. After a moment, he tightens his lips. “Not to break the atmosphere, 
but I’m never stepping near this cabin again.” 


Percy squirms, averting his eyes to his winter coat resting over the bed. 
“Uh, how do you know he knows?” 


“He knew the second I stepped in,” Apollo shrugs, tugging his turtleneck 
again to get him to look at him. He offers him a tiny, soft smile. “Don’t 
worry about it. At least he didn’t show up. Just, you know, I don’t think 
you’ll be able to fulfill your dream of keeping the lights on tonight, which I 
was actually excited about up until I remembered that we are in a very 
complicated situation and that neither of your parents really supports, and 
that’s a real source of stress on top of my own crippling insecurities—” 


“Oh, wow,” Percy brings his hands up to Apollo’s jacket, shaking him a 
little, raising his eyebrows. “Okay, I didn’t know you were a nervous 
rambler. I knew you were a rambler but I thought it was more the 
narcissistic type, y’ know—” 


“You’re so lucky you’re cute,” Apollo chuckles, leaning in to kiss his 
cheek. Percy rolls his eyes. “But seriously, I feel the pressure, so... I’m 
spending the night with my children. You know, your step-children.” 


“Oh, gods, no,” Percy shakes his head, blanching. “That joke is only ever 
going to be okay if I make it—” 


“That’s discrimination—” 


“You’re a god,” Percy snorts, trying to control some of the second-hand 
anxiety caused by Apollo’s words. Gods. They really are made of the same 
stuff, apparently. “You deserve to be discriminated against. At least in this 
regard.” 


Apollo barks out a laugh that seems too loud in just the right way; it sends 
warmth through his body, all the way from his head to his feet. “Fair 
enough.” 


“Tf dad shows up,” Percy starts, changing the subject—or, going back to the 
right subject, actually. He wishes he didn’t have to. “When he shows up, 
because he has already visited mom... I'll deal with him. Just leave it to 
me.” 


“Percy, that’s...” Apollo protests, sighing. “I appreciate it, but I really don’t 
want to put a wrench between the two of you.” 


“He put a wrench the size of Atlantis between us when he ignored me for 
most of, if not all, of the war and then tried to offer me godhood in 
exchange,” Percy snaps, frowning. Apollo winces, but he pulls him closer, 
arms around his waist, a flicker of understanding in his eyes. Percy wonders 
how many times Zeus has disregarded him and tried to fix it with pretty 
prizes— how many times it worked. “I?ll handle it. I’m not scared of him. 
And he’s my dad. My shit to figure out.” 


Apollo presses his lips together, but then his shoulders drop, and he forces a 
smile, not quite fake, but painful. Percy doesn’t bother to try and smile 
back. “Alright, I just... I’m sorry.” 


He genuinely seems to be, and Percy feels like there’s some piece of 
information he’s not fully getting, not through words. But the emotions are 
there, in the air. He’s unsure of what they are, but it doesn’t seem bad. The 
devotion in Apollo’s gaze is as unbelievably beautiful as ever. 


“You can be sorry when you do something wrong,” Percy says, meeting his 
eyes. For a second, they look at each other, breathe themselves in— and 
then Percy sighs and shakes his head. “Alright, it’s almost lunch time, and I 
haven’t seen Grover yet. We should go.” 


“Grover,” Apollo mumbles, humming. “He dropped me into a fiery pit, 
with no hesitation. I’ve wondered about his life. Good satyr.” 


Percy stares. “He did what now?” 


After a frankly terrifying retelling of Apollo’s quest through the labyrinth, 
they go out and face the music— also known as Austin and Kayla, who 


seemed cool to him before, but now the very concept of them being his not- 
boyfriend’s children makes them... intimidating. 


Yeah, he’s gonna need some luck to deal with that. 


22. Chapter 22 


Notes for the Chapter: 
it is me, ready to kill you all slowly 


kidding :) 
mostly. 


please enjoy! 


Lunch amounts to this: Apollo inviting him over to his table because he 
doesn’t want to somehow keep provoking Poseidon, Kayla and Austin 
prying the information about how they ended up together out of them like 
they’re children of the god of truth or something—it’s called harassment— 
and Grover being genuinely despaired and happy at the same time. 


“I knew you were seeing someone because of Annabeth’s aggressively 
‘subtle’ mentions of it,” Grover says, eyes wide, darting between the two of 
them. Apollo has the courtesy of making him even more uncomfortable by 
wrapping his arm around Percy’s shoulders and smiling, sweet and 
innocent. “But this is kinda... I don’t know if it's sad or just, wholesomely 
unexpected. It's definitely stupid and dangerous. I guess Apollo is the 
original pretty blond, which is your type, and what’s left of the empathy 
link was giving me some... pleasant vibes, if you know what I mean—” 


“Grover, man, I love you,” Percy gestures at him with his drink. “But if you 
remind me of that again I will tell Juniper about our road trip—” 


Blackmail is cool sometimes. At some point during the meal, Percy can’t 
resist leaning in to plant a kiss on Apollo mid-sentence, but the second he 
gets a breath away from his lips, Will is threatening to douse them with 
soda, Austin starts playing Careless Whisper on his sax, and Grover audibly 
fake-gags. Chiron pops out from behind them with a pained look in his eyes 
that very much says that PDA is not allowed. 


Fine. He’s missed this chaos anyways: the staring campers mumbling and 
tripping all over themselves, held together only by the thin glue of Chiron’s 
work ethic. He wouldn’t take this place any other way. 


“So,” Kayla starts, and her tone sounds dangerous enough that everyone at 
the table stops to look at her. Her eyes twinkling with mischief, she slowly 
opens her mouth, looking right at Percy. “Are we getting a new sibling?” 


He takes everything back: he hates Camp Half-Blood with a vengeance. 
And it’s still the best thing that ever happened to him. Go figure. 


“Kayla!” Apollo exclaims, scandalized, and Percy watches his face turn 
bright red. Suddenly he doesn’t hate that comment quite so much. “That is 
not a child-appropriate, lunch-time conversation! Also, an invasive 
question!” 


Kayla throws her hands up in the air. “Hey, I’m just saying, Percy’s really 
pretty!” 


“T would like to be excluded from this discussion,” Percy chimes in, panic 
quickly fading into amusement. He decides to contribute to the chaos, 
looking at Apollo with his best try at an innocent smile. Grover promptly 
goes ‘oh, no’. “Not that I don’t want children, I’m just a little young for 
that.” 


Unluckily for him, Apollo shifts gears immediately, his expression serious. 
“How many do you want?” 


Percy’s mouth drops open, and Austin, seemingly the only with pity at this 
table, interjects before something that everyone will regret hearing can be 
said by either him or Apollo. “That’s too much info. Percy, can you pass the 
fries?” 


Grover reaches over to hold Percy’s wrist after he passes Austin the fries, 
looking at him like he’s already dead. “Percy. What the hell, dude? Look at 
the family you’re getting involved with.” 


“They seem functional,” Percy shrugs, and ignores how Kayla and Austin 
are playing rock-paper-scissors with Apollo to see who eats the last 
blueberry muffin. “We’re just as bad.” 


“We’re not godly bad,” Grover sighs, shaking his head. “You’re sure about 
this? Tell me you aren’t and I’ ll enable escape plan number z.” 


“T told you I was trying to write a seven,” Percy frowns at him. “I’m 
dyslexic. Also, I’m sure. It’s cool. It’s like... hanging out with a bro, except 
that bro is really good at kissing. And also happens to be a hot god.” 


“T’m right here,” Will proves this by waving his hand between the two of 
them, glaring at Percy. “Don’t say that around me. You’re lucky none of our 
younger siblings stuck around after Christmas.” 


Nico steals the fries from Austin, nodding. “Yeah, it’s starting to go from 
hilarious to love-sick, and I really can’t stomach that.” 


“This isn’t your table— is that doctor’s note still working? Can I get one?” 
Percy asks, and Grover makes a distressed sound, clearly interested in going 
back to convincing him that he must have hit his head somewhere along the 
line in order to think this was a good idea. Percy rolls his eyes. “Grover, 
man, I promise it’s cool. Seriously. You can feel it, can’t you?” 


Grover stares at him, then looks at Apollo, runs his hand over his face and 
sighs. “I hate it when you’re right.” 


“Everyone does,” Percy agrees. Then he turns towards Apollo, getting his 
attention by pulling at his jacket sleeve. He immediately stops arguing 
about the muffin to look at him. “You know how to wrestle, right?” 


Apollo straightens up, looking down at Percy with an excited glint in his 
eyes. “You wanna wrestle me?” 


“T want to do violence,” Percy nods, and Apollo snorts, bringing a hand to 
tangle in his hair, nails scratching his scalp. He sighs, tingles going down 
his spine. “On second thought, I think Chiron would ban us from the arena. 
Where’s Sherman?” 


Percy is unlucky enough that no child of Ares is at camp this year, so he 
heads to the arena with Apollo in hopes of finding anyone willing to have 
some violent fun, only to run across Paolo Montes. Now, Percy doesn’t 
know the guy too well, because he wasn’t really around when he entered 
camp and there was also the language barrier— but that doesn’t seem to be 
the case for Apollo. 


Oh, no, Paolo sees him and lights up. “Apollo! Haven’t seen you since the 
ants!” 


“Hey, your English has improved!” Apollo says with equal enthusiasm, and 
he doesn’t even flinch when Paolo leans in, in what Percy assumes is for a 
hug, only for him to grab Apollo’s face and kiss both his cheeks— what? 
And Apollo kisses back— what. “You know Percy?” 


Apollo turns towards him and he isn’t sure what expression he’s making, 
but his friendly smile drops. Paolo, either too good-spirited or too oblivious, 
just nods. “Yeah, claro! Wonderful stories. You two are friends?” 


“Yeah,” Percy crosses his arms, side-eyeing Apollo. He knows he shouldn’t 
be jealous, but Paolo lives up to his reputation of being incredibly attractive. 
And youthful. He’s suddenly overthinking his own eye-bags and untamed 
hair. “Just friends— hey, do you wrestle?” 


“Um, Percy, are you—” Apollo tries to cut in, but Paolo is already nodding, 
so Percy ignores him and pats Paolo’s back, sending Apollo another look as 
they walk away together to get ready. He sees him swallow and squirm, and 
hears his tiny, regretful sigh. “Fuck.” 


Paolo is a good wrestler, but he didn’t learn how to do it while Clarisse 
dominated the arena, so it isn’t as much a challenge as it is a warm-up. He 
will say, though, he has impressive stamina, probably because of his mom, 
sohe still works up a bit of a sweat. But when Paolo manages to grab him 
by the arms, Percy holds onto his forearms back, falls backwards, and uses 
the momentum to bring up his legs and wrap them around his neck, putting 
him in a headlock with his thighs, falling hard enough that Paolo wheezes 
and he winces. Percy didn’t mean to go that hard. It has Paolo yielding. 


He shakes his hand afterwards, laughing. “You’re good!” 


“You got good moves,” Percy admits, because he isn’t petty nor jealous 
enough not to be nice. He feels bad about how sore Paolo will be tomorrow. 
“Quite the resistance— keep at it, honestly, that was fun. Thank you.” 


Paolo smiles, grabs his face, and kisses his cheeks. Percy stares, and barely 
processes him saying thank you back and leaving. Oh. 


“Are you embarrassed yet?” Apollo asks, stepping beside him, and Percy 
buries his face in his hands, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of his 
blushing face. “You also took my turtleneck off for that, so really, you gave 
Paolo an unnecessary eyeful—” 


“Oh, we’re not doing this,” Percy mumbles, shaking his head, refusing to 
look up even as Apollo sets a towel over his shoulders, around his neck— 
mostly to hide the hickies, probably. “You’re not getting jealous over 
something stupid after I got jealous over something stupid.” 


“You looked really scary,” Apollo hums, and Percy feels him stepping 
closer. The body heat is telling. “Like, I was actually worried you were 
going to break Paolo’s arm. Now, I’m just... unhappy with the fact that he 
got to have your thighs around his neck without even taking you out on a 
date first—” 


Percy snorts, finally looking at him. “You haven’t actually asked me out on 
a date.” 


“But they were still dates!” Apollo pouts, and when Percy rolls his eyes he 
just grabs both edges of the towel, pulling him in— instead of kissing him, 
though, he leans down and licks his neck— 

“Dude! What the fuck, that’s not—” 

“It’s totally okay—” 


“Maybe in Ancient fucking Greece, oh gods, dude,” Percy breaks away 
from his hold, laughing, and uses the towel to wipe off the sweat off his 


neck. Gods, gross. “What does my sweat taste like?” 


Apollo pretends to think about it, biting his lip, then he winks with a smirk. 
“Like a bottom.” 


Percy is so glad the arena is empty, because no one sees him go so red that 
he might actually pass out, or shove Apollo’s shoulder just to pull him in 
again, kissing him because... well, he’s run out of excuses by now, to be 
honest. He just feels so much for him, all the time, from sorrow to love, 
what else is he supposed to do, other than yield to it when he can? 


Apollo holds his waist as he kisses him back and Percy sighs, getting into it, 
only for someone to clear their throat. 


“Dad, c’mon, not in public, we live here” Austin says, which immediately 
sends Percy a full three feet away with a jump, hands coming up to press 
the towel against his neck, mindful of hickies. Apollo blinks at the space 
where he was standing, his expression blank, and then he face-palms. 
“Kayla was wondering if you wanted to shoot some arrows.” 


“Austin, you seem awfully calm about this,’ Apollo says, and gestures at 
Percy, to which he glares. He doesn’t wanna be involved, thanks. He’s 
already cringing from the embarrassment of getting caught like this. “I 
know you and Kayla were participating on those betting pools in my favor, 
but—” 


“Betting pools?” Percy asks, but it goes ignored. 


“Don’t worry about it, dad,” Austin shrugs, and gestures with a thumb 
towards the entrance of the arena. “So, Kayla?” 


Apollo sighs, looking between the two of them, and then nods. He stops by 
Percy to drop a kiss against his forehead, which makes his heart beat really 
fast, and he pats Austin’s shoulder as he walks past him, stepping out of the 
arena towards the archery range. Percy turns towards the bench where he 
left his turtleneck, biting his lip, wondering if he should say something now 
that they’re alone. 


Austin takes the decision for him. “Percy?” 


He looks at him, bracing himself for more jokes or some other type of 
awkward conversation, or maybe even disapproval, but Austin has his 
hands in his pockets, thumbs sticking out and tapping a beat against his 
jeans, his expression apprehensive, perhaps even nervous. He doesn’t say 
anything, and Austin takes a deep breath in. 


“Just...” he says, pressing his lips together. “Don’t break his heart, okay? 
That’s... that’s all we want. That’s all we’re asking.” 


Percy’s breath catches, and his heart sinks for a moment, before he forces 
himself to lift it back up. He straightens up, nodding, trying to convey 
through his expression what he can’t quite put into words. 


“Never,” he promises. “I’m serious about this. That’s the last thing I want.” 


“Good,” Austin nods, bringing a hand up to scratch the back of his neck. 
“No hard feelings, even if... but, you know. Thought I should say it.” 


“T understand,” Percy says, because there’s not much more to it. All of 
Apollo’s children are in the same position right now, worried over the fact 
that their well-known bad-at-love father is supposedly head over heels for a 
fellow demigod, a twice-saviour of Olympus at that. Picking a side, staying 
neutral... they’re both complicated choices, and he hates that Austin—and 
by extension, Kayla and even Will—are more understanding of this than his 
own father. “I’Il make it work, Austin. He deserves another chance.” 


Austin nods, smiling. “Have you convinced him of that yet?” 


“Work in progress,” Percy shrugs, and Austin snorts, shaking his head. “I 
can be persuasive, though.” 


“With those abs? Absolutely,” Austin winks, tone playful, and Percy finds it 
in himself to laugh. “Should I call you dad now?” 


“Oh, gods,” Percy cringes, and Austin laughs, throwing his head back. As 
Percy finishes cleaning up, he grabs a water bottle, and remembers with 


horror the conversation from lunch. “Styx, I’m going to get Chiron to ban 
those jokes.” 


“Look on the bright side,” Austin turns with a self-satisfied smile, walking 
away. “You get the best cabin at camp on your side, forever!” 


Percy stares at his retreating back, baffled. Was that first part a fucking pun? 
Oh, shit. Mom is getting a cabin full of step-grandchildren. 


Fuck. 


Kayla's nowhere at the archery ring, which means he just got tricked by his 
own son. Apollo sighs, wondering if he should just let it be, let Austin say 
whatever he has to say to Percy. Not necessarily because he thinks it would 
be bad; his children are kind, they have the best of him and much more 
good from their mortal parents, but he worries about the weight that might 
put on Percy's shoulders. 


He turns around, ready to actually find Kayla, and sees Hermes instead. 
"Brother," he says, ignoring his instantaneous scowl. "I'm here on duty." 


"Which duty?" Apollo snaps, crossing his arms. Hermes winces, and holds 
up a letter— Apollo immediately recognizes the seal, and his anger is 
replaced by horror. "Shit." 


"Yep," Hermes nods, letting him take it, but Apollo doesn't open it right 
away. He doesn't want whatever is inside to spread. "Listen—" 


"Save it," Apollo shakes his head. "I'm already dealing with the negative 
outlooks of everyone that has ever mattered to Percy; reaffirming your 
belief in my ability to fuck it up won't help." 


Hermes has the decency to look embarrassed. His phone beeps, probably 
telling him he's out of time, but to his surprise, he stays. "I owe you an 
apology, actually." 


Apollo stares. "Who are you, and what have you done with Hermes?" 
"Apollo, please," Hermes sighs. "Just hear me out. I still don't approve—" 
Apollo turns away. "We're done." 


"—but I was a little... unfair," Hermes continues, walking after him. "You 
do deserve a chance. Things are different. Artemis spoke to me about it." 


"Artemis needs to mind more of her hunters, less of my love life," Apollo 
mumbles, kicking a rock in his path. The thing turns to dust before his eyes. 
He wishes he could do the same to this letter without reading it. "You’ve 
got work to do, little brother. Go off." 


Hermes steps in front of him, shooting him an exasperated look. "Apollo, 
you can't just be mad at me for a few decades—" 


"Centuries, actually." 


",..centuries, for saying something biased, but true," Hermes' phone beeps 
again, and he frowns like he'd like to throw it into the lake. "Besides, I'm 
trying to apologize for it!" 


"You're apologizing for hurting my feelings, which hardly matters if you 
aren't going to support the rest of them," Apollo waves his letter in front of 
his eyes. "I have bigger issues. Just save it for after I figure them out. I have 
priorities." 


Hermes stares at him with a hopeless expression, pressing his lips into a 
line. "Apollo, are you in love?" 


Apollo freezes, swallows. Feels the familiar edge of fear, the weight of his 
insecurities, of his loaded heart on Percy's shoulders to bear. A confusing 
mix of anger and sadness rises in his chest, clogs his throat. He can't say it. 


"Please, Hermes," he begs, his voice low. Hermes' eyes widen. "Please. Just 
allow me to bear it in peace. It's the one thing I can't give him, and it guts 
me like it never has before. Is that what you wanted to hear?" 


"Apollo..." Uneasy, Hermes looks away. He gazes at camp, at the cabins, at 
the arena where he probably knows Percy is. At his own cabin, the one 
Luke Castellan weaponized, and his expression crumbles. "I'm so sorry, 
brother." 


He leaves, and Apollo allows himself a deep breath, just a few seconds of 
calm before looking at his correspondence. He traces a finger over the seal, 
that damned trident, and decides that it's best to tear it off like a bandaid. 


It's just a few words: 

Don't lie to me again. 

I'm going right to the heart of the issue this time. 
This is your chance to leave. 


Ah, typical. Nothing better than your uncle who now no-doubt knows 
you're fucking his child giving you a chance to run away, before he shows 
up to convince said son to leave you. Just wonderful. 


He burns the letter with a thought, and holds its ashes in his hand for a 
second, feeling the weight of that threat, before getting rid of those, too. 
Fuck. What a way to ruin his day. 


Staring at the sky, Apollo squints in the general direction of Manhattan, 
focusing— spots a storm coming. Oh, so he's gonna do it like that. Fine. 
He's sure Percy will be thrilled. 


"Dad?" Will calls, and Apollo snaps back to the present, looking at him. 
Surprisingly, Nico isn't with him, but a frown colors his features. "Are you 
alright? You're looking a little... angry." 


Apollo sighs, shrugging. "I just got some bad news, Will. Nothing you 
should concern yourself with." 


"Does it have anything to do with Percy?" Will asks, a knowing look in his 
eyes— oh, he curses that perception. He isn't even sure he got that from 


him. "It does. Um... I know I've been kinda squeamish, but, if you need to 
talk about it..." 


Apollo swallows, wondering how he got lucky enough to sire someone like 
him. "My feelings are something that not everyone likes. Actually, no one 
has ever liked them, quite famously. This isn't the exception." 


Will's shoulders drop, his expression worried. "Oh. I... I'm sorry. I didn't 
consider that there would be others, uh, gods, with opinions." 


"We're the most opinionated people on this rock," Apollo confirms, and 
then he presses his hands against his face, rubbing his eyes. When he looks 
back at Will, he seems to be considering offering a hug, so Apollo extends 
out his arms. "I don't want to concern you. Just— come here. You know I'm 
a crier. And I don't want to cry right now, Percy looks way too attractive 
today for me to not match up." 


Will snorts, but he does move over and allows Apollo to crush him into a 
hug. It inadvertently just makes it even harder to hold the tears in, but they 
stand together like that for a while, and Will never seems to get 
uncomfortable. 


Kayla finds them first, bow in hand. "Uh, what is happening?" 


"Dad is upset," Will says, patting his back. Apollo sniffles in agreement. 
"He's stressed. And he wants to look pretty for Percy." 


"Oh, sick," Kayla nods, and without another word, steps over to join the 
hug. She stands there for a few seconds before speaking again. "This is 
kinda neat, actually." 


"You're amazing huggers," Apollo agrees, to which Kayla snorts. "Oh, I feel 
so old. I'm so tired. Woe is me. If only there was another hugger—" 


"Are we dogpiling?!" Austin calls from a distance, and Apollo turns his 
head in his direction, watching as he quickens his pace. Not far behind, 
Apollo makes out Percy's silhouette, and his lip trembles. Austin elbows his 


way into the hug with no hesitation. "Sick. I just defended your honor to 
Percy, dad. Thought you should know." 


"You did what?" Apollo frowns. "Actually, forget it, you children scare me. 
I don't want to know." 


"He didn't seem intimidated," Austin shrugs. "I think we're cool." 


"Did he get that expression?" Kayla asks, and Austin hums in confirmation. 
"Oh, at least he took it seriously." 


"IT have no idea what the hell they're talking about," Will mumbles. "My 
arms are falling asleep." 


"Bear it," Apollo sniffles, though he feels less closer to crying now. Percy 
stands in front of them now, arms crossed, stuck between amused and 
confused. "Join in, babe. It's warm here." 


"Don't call him babe, please." 


"Make space," Kayla elbows all of them, as deadly accurate with her aim as 
always. "Go on, Percy, we can all pretend this isn't weird together." 


"There's nothing weird about hugging your dad," Percy says, cracking a 
smile. "I'll pass, though. I'm claustrophobic." 


"He's touch-starved," Apollo whispers, making Austin snort. "I think I'm 
ready to face the world again." 


Will immediately steps back. "I get why Nico hates people now." 

"He's also touch-starved," Kayla points out, and turns away towards the 
archery targets, humming. "This was nice, but I'm trying to break my 
Olympic record, so—" 


"Yeah, actually, I got a video to record—" 


"Nico needs help with some paperwork, and I got homework—" 


"Gods," Percy shakes his head. "I've never seen so much Apollo in one 
place before. So self-absorbed." 


Apollo rolls his eyes and walks towards him, taking his hand. He makes eye 
contact and kisses it, lingering, a tiny smile dancing on his lips. "You've 
seen a lot of me, though—" 


Three equal groans of disgust meet his words, making him stifle a laugh, 
and as Austin and Will scatter, Apollo guides Percy towards the beach, 
ignoring his protests about making innuendos in front of his kids. Fingers 
intertwined, Apollo makes an effort of savoring this: the chilly but pleasant 
weather, the strength of Percy’s hand on his, the rhythmic beat of his 
heartbeat and the pink of his cheeks. 


“Stop staring,” Percy knocks their shoulders, nudging him, and Apollo does 
the natural thing, which is blow him a kiss in the air. Percy shakes his head, 
pressing his lips together to hide his smile. “I thought you said staring at 
people is rude.” 


“IT implied it,’ Apollo shrugs, to which he gets an elbow jabbed into his 
side, much tamer than Kayla’s. “I’d say that a beauty like yours should be 
stared at every day if that didn’t involve other people looking too, so...” 


Percy snorts. “All I’m getting from this is that you’re a voyeur.” 


Apollo lets out a low whistle. “That one hurt, not gonna lie. In my defense, 
all gods are voyeurs.” 


“That doesn’t really inspire confidence,” Percy looks back at their path, 
allowing Apollo to stare at his profile instead. Fearlessly, he reaches out 
with his free hand and runs his fingers over Percy’s jaw, stopping at his chin 
to tilt his head back in his direction, meeting his questioning eyes. “What is 
ates 


Looking at him, defenses down and relaxed like he hasn’t been in—well, 
Apollo isn’t sure by this point, since he hasn’t always been by his side, but 
it certainly has been a while—he gets taken over by that feeling again, that 
craving, that love. Percy in all his raw nature, from head to toe, from mind 


to heart, from his anger to his empathy, reminds Apollo of a constant siren 
call, showing you your idealized life, offering you a perfect moment in 
eternity before you inevitably drown. 


The only difference is that Apollo’s already drowned several times over, 
just for him, and his immortality is the only thing standing in the way of 
uttering his feelings. It’d be like locking Percy in a curse. 


“T received bad news,” Apollo confesses, allowing himself to press his 
fingers over Percy’s lips— half-wonders if he’ ll get bitten for it, but it never 
comes. Percy’s expression remains neutral, for the most part, his jaw 
clenching, and his heart shatters just a little more when his free hand comes 
up to hold his wrist, lips pressing a kiss over Apollo’s fingertips before 
tangling their fingers, lowering their hands. “Your father isn’t exactly 
thrilled, right now. I fear I pushed our luck too far.” 


“You mean I did,” Percy sighs, frowning, and then he’s pulling him towards 
the canoes, grip on his hands tightening before it relaxes, a deep breath 
filling his lungs. “Get in, we’re going on a romantic-ass date over the lake, 
and Poseidon can’t do anything to stop that.” 


Apollo hesitates, watching Percy push the canoe into the water and step into 
it, the boat immediately accommodating for the presence of a son of the sea 
by getting the oars ready on its own. It’s all Percy, of course, but Apollo’s 
lived too long to not suspect that inanimate objects know what’s best for 
them, to some metaphorical degree in which people’s perceptions of them 
make them seem alive. 


Athena very much rejected his thesis on that subject, claiming he had been 
doing too many psychedelics. Admittedly, he doesn’t remember much of 
the late 70s, other than disco music, ABBA, and second-wave feminism. He 
had actively repressed the rest as a way to convince himself that humans 
were actually worth keeping around back then, which means that Athena 
was not that far off. 


“I’m pretty sure if I enter his territory any further, he’ll show up early,” 
Apollo points out, and Percy’s frown deepens, directing a glare at the water 
as if to enthusiastically say ‘fuck you, dad’. After a display like that, Apollo 


decides to step in the canoe, sitting while making a gesture to ward-off evil 
with his fingers, because he has a feeling that Percy might actually jump 
into the water and head to Atlantis on his own if he has enough time to 
come up with an excuse. “Have I mentioned I have a semi-traumatic 
relationship with water? Because I do.” 


“I mean, same,” Percy sighs, leaning his chin on his palm, elbows on his 
knees. The canoe starts moving on its own. “Mostly because of, uh, 
Akhlys... um, insensitive question, but what’s your trauma for?” 


“T drowned one of my former lovers, Roman Emperor Commodus, to 
death,” Apollo clicks his tongue, watching as Percy’s mouth drops open. He 
winces. “I assure you, he would have destroyed Rome, even if that’s... not 
really an excuse. I’ve had nightmares about it for centuries. Frank kind of 
finished him off the second time, though.” 


Percy blinks. “You know, I really should’ve asked you for more details on 
your quest after you were done.” 


“Maybe another time,” Apollo sighs. “Perseus, I'm quite pissed off right 
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now. 
Percy raises an eyebrow. “I can tell. You don't look too excited.” 


“T have the full intention of fighting tooth and nail for your freedom of 
choice, if not for our budding relationship,” Apollo confesses, clenching his 
jaw. Percy swallows, cheeks reddening, but his eyes remain focused on him, 
taking the statement as seriously as he's meant to. “The Fates know you're 
responsible, credible, and clever enough to choose your own path within 
your destiny. As an oracular god, I don't take well to trying to strangle the 
strings attached to people, and your father should know better.” 


“That's...” Percy starts, shaking his head. “That's really touching, actually. 
And kinda hot, for some reason. Thanks.” 


“You could say that it's my way of making up for the liability of being 
around me,” Apollo shrugs, to which Percy scowls, reaching out to hold his 
hand and squeeze. “Just being honest." 


“Just being unfair to yourself,” Percy rolls his eyes. “If anything, I'm the 
liability. I have a set time to live out my life, unlike you.” 


Apollo winces at the reminder. “Pot, meet kettle?” 


“T want you to be my boyfriend,” Percy declares, completely changing the 
subject and catching him off guard. He opens his mouth, but no sound 
comes out from the jolt of it. “And no, I'm not avoiding talking about my 
feelings, I already told you I'll try therapy again. I'm just prioritizing letting 
you know this now, because, well...” 


“Tt would do well to give your father a label,” Apollo blinks, snapping 
himself back to his body, almost literally. Hearing those words coming from 
Percy were almost enough to send his essence flying, regardless of the 
sadder implications of it. “I understand.” 


Percy glares at him. “It's not just for convenience, Apollo. I like you. I want 
to... I want to date you and get involved in all that romantic bullshit again, 
because otherwise I think I'll probably explode. I know you said we should 
wait—” 


“And we should—” 


“but there's other ways of waiting,’ Percy sighs, wiggling his leg, 
squeezing Apollo's hand again. His gaze falls to his knees, and he pokes at a 
hole in his jeans with his free hand. “Less painful ways. More honest ways. 
Everyone's already calling us boyfriends— what difference is a label going 
to make?” 


Gods, how he loves him, how he will love him, Apollo can barely breathe 
with it. Those defiant eyes, that no-nonsense tone; as beautiful as furious 
waves crashing on shore. Apollo wants and wants and wants and it's being 
offered to him for the taking. 


He remembers Chiron's words, telling him to trust Percy, to listen to him. 
How else could he minimize the damage? Saying no right now is a betrayal, 
a worse rejection than the one he already gave him. It's a dirty, dirty lie, and 
Apollo already knows that the one thing he can't give him is the curse of 


uttering Aphrodite's favorite three words, he knows those are the ones that 
bring about downfalls, that curse him and his lovers. 


He loved Hyacinthus oh so much, uttered it until he tired of it, until it felt 
like there was nothing more important, until it became a crime. His heart is 
a poisoned thing, he can never give it fully, not for romance. Not in the 
intimate way he longs for, not in the way that would require Percy to give 
him his own back. Apollo is not in the business of taking precious things 
and ruining them anymore. 


But Percy wears him down so easily. He knows exactly where to aim, green 
eyes so honest; Apollo looks into them and catches specks of blue and gold, 
creating a perfect illusion of the ocean. 


If there's one thing he learned from Achilles, is that defeat and victory can 
be one and the same: a cold, bitter taste of what you didn't manage to save, 
what you lost on your way. There was nothing noble about his demise, 
nothing noble about the carnage, nothing noble about Apollo pushing his 
lover off that wall or directing an arrow to his heel. 


He's such a hypocrite, allowing this. He always has been. He was hoping 
Percy wouldn't notice it so quickly, but that was a fool's errand. Percy's 
always known, and he's still here. 


“If you tie yourself to me, Percy,” Apollo says, keeping his tone soft, as if 
any louder inflection could break the moment. In reality, not even a fucking 
meteorite could tear them from it. “If you really do it, I can't promise it 
won't get ugly. I can't promise you'll be safe. I can't promise... much of 
anything. We'll be at the hands of fate.” 


Percy clenches his jaw, taking a deep breath through his nose. “I know. I 
won't ask you to make unfair promises. I won't... I won't ask you to go 
around announcing we're a couple to everyone, or to celebrate our 
anniversary, or even to take me on dates—” 


“T wouldn't be opposed to dates, to be fair.“ Apollo says, and Percy cracks a 
smile, rough around the edges like the rest of him. Vaguely, Apollo wonders 
if they would fit with his own, like two puzzle pieces. 


“T've been thinking and I don't need any of that, Apollo,“ Percy shakes his 
head, sighing. “Not in the way you think. I had the perfect relationship with 
Annabeth already, we did everything right, and it barely ever worked when 
there wasn't a war going on. I liked it, I enjoyed it, but that's not what I'm 
asking of you now, because honestly, I don't think either of us are ready for 
it.“ 


Apollo sighs. “You're getting everything you want, Percy. You don't need to 
convince me.” 


“Yes, I do,“ Percy snorts, rolling his eyes. “And you know it. This is just the 
first step for you, isn't it? I get that. For the serious stuff... we can wait. 
There's no rush. I usually don't even care about labels, but they're useful. 
And they do mean something.” 


“Why do I feel like you already know me too well?” Apollo shakes his 
head, and Percy doesn't have an answer, of course. He just shrugs, 
completely unaware of how perceptive he is, how observant, how emphatic. 
“My only boyfriends have been the parents of my children, Percy, you do 
know that?” 


Percy goes very, very pink. “Let's not get ahead of ourselves, thank you. I 
don't even know how that works—” 


“T'll show you soon—” 


“Oh, gods,” Percy laughs, wheezing out a breath, and Apollo pulls him in, 
kisses him again and again and one more time for good measure. “We're 
boyfriends now, then?” 


“Officially, I suppose,” Apollo hums, and runs his hands over Percy's hair, 
drags his fingers over his jaw and digs into a hickey under his turtleneck, 
making him jump. “If you thought my jealousy was bad before, you haven't 
seen anything.” 


“Just don't go overboard,” Percy mumbles, lips trembling as Apollo digs his 
fingers against another hickey. He isn't even seeing them, he just knows 
where they are. “I'll forgive you for it if you don't go overboard.” 


“You might want to revise that statement, I'm known to have invented the 
concept of camp,” Apollo pauses. “Not literal camps, you know—” 


Percy shuts him up with a kiss, sliding into his bench and tangling his hands 
in his hair. Wrapping an arm around his waist, the other resting over the 
side of his neck, Apollo pulls him in, and he can picture the sheer 
cinematography of this moment: sunset reflecting on the water, breeze 
through their hair. As dramatic as he likes it. 


In the back of his mind, Apollo allows himself to believe, for one second, 
that he'll be able to keep this. When that second is over, he repeats a simple 
mantra in his head, sweet I love you that he doesn't dare utter out loud, 
because love makes as many heroes out of people as it makes cowards. 


From the look Percy throws him once the kiss is over, he has a feeling he 
isn't doing so well at hiding his devotion. But that's alright. Devotion is the 
one thing Percy will always get from him. 


What is love if not a form of devotion? The word serves as a fitting illusion 
to hide the real depth of everything, at least for now. Who knew? Apollo 
might still have some poetry left in him, and it's all for Percy. 


Percy convinces Apollo to climb the lava wall, which results in a lot of 
whining and acting like he’s actually hurt until Percy agrees to kiss his fall- 
bruises better. Energy thrums through his body, because he’s more than a 
little happy about their conversation at the lake, and he genuinely feels like 
he could fight Kronos all over again and win for the rest of the afternoon. 


In fact, he tries to convince Apollo to go into the woods with him, to which 
he stares at him, baffled, while wrapping a burn Percy got from the lava 
wall in a bandage with ointment, because he got distracted laughing at the 
sight of Apollo falling on his ass. 


“Percy, for someone who claims to be retired, you sure do love to seek out 
danger,” Apollo shakes his head, and bends his head down to kiss his burn 
before finishing wrapping it up, lowering what’s left of the sleeve of his 


turtleneck and sighing at the hole that got burned through. “That could be 
indicative of self-destructive behaviour, you know—” 


“T thought we already knew I hate myself,” Percy shrugs, laughing when 
Apollo makes a distressed noise. “I’m saving it for therapy, man. Isn’t that 
what I’m supposed to do?” 


“Not necessarily,” Apollo sighs again, this time more exasperated. “I’m 
setting you up with Asclepius. He’s pretty straightforward, I’m sure he’ll 
manage to put you in your place a little. You’ ll like him.” 


“The only one I’ll let put me in my place is you,” Percy whispers, lowering 
his voice. They’re at the infirmary, and while they’re alone, there’s always 
the possibility Will or some other camper could pop up. Apollo meets his 
eyes and swallows, and then rests his chin on the shoulder of his uninjured 
arm, running a hand through his hair, getting it out of his face in a gesture 
of both affection and frustration. “I know what you’re gonna say: I’m 
impossible.” 


“You are,” Apollo nods, pressing a kiss against his neck. “But I’m a little 
impossible myself, so maybe we can cancel eachother out.” 


“Romantic,” Percy agrees, and leans forwards into him, enjoying the hug. 
He’s sitting on one of the medical cots, and Apollo’s standing between his 
knees; he’s never been this comfortable in his life, and he has a lava burn on 
his arm. It’s great. “I heard about Asclepius from Jason, Piper, and Leo. He 
seems... brutally honest.” 


“He is my son,” Apollo says, and Percy snorts, nudging at him with the 
shoulder he’s resting on. “Alright, fine, I am a bit of a liar, and I can’t claim 
all the good traits of my children came from me, but Asclepius does have 
the best of what I am, or least what I represent. He can be insensitive, but 
only when he feels like it’s the best way to be efficient. And he’s always 
efficient.” 


“I’m gonna have a love-hate thing with him, aren’t I?” Percy groans, but 
Apollo’s stifled laugh against his shoulder is worth the drama of his words. 
“Much like with you.” 


“Brat,” Apollo chuckles, leaning back to look at him. He runs his eyes over 
his face, a closed-lips smile on his face, appreciative and happy. Percy 
almost lets out a dreamy sigh at it. “You make it so difficult.” 


“Which part?” Percy flutters his eyelashes at him, trying to seem as 
innocent as possible, and Apollo snorts. “Dinner is soon, but what if I don’t 
want to deal with your kids? Is that bad?” 


“T don’t wanna deal with anyone that isn’t you,” Apollo mumbles, winking. 
Then, he winces. “You know, I’m starting to hear our words, and Nico 
might have a point about us being too much.” 


“We’re gross,” Percy nods, and just to nail that fact home, he leans in and 
kisses him, hands coming up to his neck. Apollo reciprocates, setting a slow 
pace, lips sliding together in an almost thoughtful and careful manner, 
quickening his heartbeat and making him feel like there’s a hurricane 
brewing in his stomach. When they break away, Percy has to swallow. “Uh, 
yeah really, really gross.” 


Apollo laughs and pulls him to his feet, guiding him outside the infirmary, 
because they’re both aware that they can’t just ditch everyone. Dinner is 
much quieter than lunch, now that the shock of them has wor off, but 
Percy still catches Grover’s nervous look when he sees Apollo bring his 
knuckles to his lips, kissing them, and Will’s quiet frown. 


Much like everything else in his life, it’s an uphill battle. The only 
difference? He doesn’t think he’s been so sure of something like this in his 
life before. So willing to take the risk and put in the effort for himself, and 
not for anyone else. It’s hard to consider that he deserves it; he runs from 
that thought on a daily basis. 


But gods, he looks at Apollo, and he can picture himself at peace with it. 
And that’s all he ever wanted, a bit of calm, a bit of normal, which— it 
might not last. And it’ll never be normal in the way that a relationship is for 
mortals, or even for demigods. But it would be unfair to compare his 
normal with anyone else’s; by this point, Percy’s accepted that the Three 
Fates like him too much to allow his leftover years on the surface be 
anything close to mundanely boring. 


He’s been thinking, for the last few years, that he’ll take what he can get. 
And Apollo exceeds his expectations by far. 


The campfire that night is rather cheerful, and the fire burns tall and golden, 
which Apollo pretends he has no involvement with. Hearing him sing in 
person brings him a feeling of elation that Percy hasn’t really felt before, 
not this intensely, or at least not in a while. He also looks good while 
singing, which is a bonus. 


Apollo walks him back to his cabin, swinging their intertwined hands in the 
air between them. “I would step in and properly say good night, if you 
know what I’m getting at, but your father didn’t really specify when he’d be 
showing up, and I’d hate to give him motivation.” 


“Fuck that,” Percy mumbles, but he doesn’t really mean it. He’s not looking 
forward to that conversation, and has to actively try and keep himself calm, 
to temper his anger. He doesn’t want things to get nasty, but he has a feeling 
that they will. “I know you’re pissed too, but I have a lot to say to him.” 


Apollo winces. “Yes, you do. I’ve already had my turn. It’s up to you now.” 


Percy stands under the cabin’s doorway, and his mind takes him to the night 
Hera took him. He’d gone inside, gotten as far as to take off his shoes, and 
then nothing. Nothing, for a long time, until Lupa. Part of him is terrified 
that it could happen again, that he might enter his cabin and just... vanish. 
And in this moment, part of him worries about whether his father would 
dare to do it, this time. 


Well, if he learned something from Tartarus, it is that even gods yield to the 
consequences of stuffing themselves into human skin and bone. Poison, 
ichor, blood, water, tears, sweat. It’s whatever, and Percy never wants to 
have to address that part of himself again, but hell if he’s letting anyone else 
mess with his life again, including his own father, whom he loves, but not 
unconditionally. 


Their love for each other is mutual, equal, symmetrical in that sense: it’s not 
entirely all-consuming, it’s not free of criticism. This was proven when his 
father abandoned him to Hera’s mercy, when he never offered him comfort, 


when he tried to make up for it with a wish that he never wanted and 
refused to take. 


Gods, he’s getting angry again. He’s also being a pessimist. It probably 
won't get that ugly, other than verbally. His father knows better. Probably. 
At least, he hopes so. 


“There’s something really shitty about being able to control fear,” Percy 
sighs, wrapping his arms around Apollo’s neck, pulling him in and touching 
their lips together, briefly. “It just turns into anger. Being a hero is 
overrated.” 


“T heard that Ares’ brats are terrified of you,” Apollo tilts his head, then he 
guides Percy’s head a little lower, so he can plant a kiss on his forehead. 
“Does that bother you? That there are people out there that don’t know you, 
and that expect you to be someone else? That expect a typical son of the 
sea?” 


“Yes,” Percy nods, letting the word out in a whisper. “None of us are any 
better than monsters. Have you ever thought about that?” 


“Gods are just a few genetic coincidences and strokes of luck away from 
most of them. Can’t say it hasn’t crossed my mind in the last few 
millennia,” Apollo shrugs, running a hand through his hair. “Do you often 
have thoughts this deep? You might have to switch majors, at this rate. So 
philosophical.” 


“Stop sucking my dick,” Percy snorts, and lifts his chin so they can kiss for 
a few more precious seconds. Afterwards, he sighs. “I’m having trouble 
letting you just walk to your cabin. Kinda wanna drag you in.” 


“Typical siren,” Apollo clicks his tongue, playful, trying to be cheeky. 
Percy rolls his eyes, but he’s smiling. “I’ll be here first thing. Might even 
camp right here in your porch steps.” 


“The harpies might eat you.” 


Apollo grimaces. “There goes my romantic gesture, I guess.” 


Percy laughs, and forces himself to step back, to grab his doorknob. They 
make eye contact, and Apollo blows him a kiss, winking. “It’s just one 
night, Percy.” 


“That’s all I need for a nightmare,” Percy confesses, and he can tell that the 
comment hits Apollo with force; he’s immediately frowning, looking off to 
the side like he’s considering stealing him away. Percy chuckles. “I’m just 
being a pessimist.” 


Apollo pouts. “I’ll keep an eye on you anyways, alright? I promise. I won’t 
let anything less than pleasant even think about coming after you.” 


Fuck, Percy is so gone for him. “I’ll hold you to that, just so you know.” 


“Always do, please,” Apollo bows his head slightly at him, lips twitching. 
“T’ll see you when the sun rises, Perseus. Always. It’s not the first time I’ve 
said this, but it always comes back. Don’t forget that.” 


Oh, that one hurts, and Apollo probably knows it, because his eyes are so 
kind, so soft. Has Percy ever been looked at like this before, with such 
clear-headedness in its admiration, in its affection? Maybe. People always 
say that love is blind, yet Apollo seems to be everything but, and he might 
share that sentiment. 


He can’t bring himself to put words to these feelings; he’s always lacked the 
ability to express himself outside the battlefield, and even then, he rarely 
does it on purpose. So he says nothing, hoping the way he hesitates to close 
the cabin door is enough. 


Until he finds the words, it’ll have to be. 


23. Chapter 23 


Notes for the Chapter: 
i don't have much to say today other than... brace yourself :) 


Percy doesn’t think leaving camp has ever been this hard before. True to his 
word, Apollo was knocking on his cabin’s door right at sunrise, waking him 
up and getting a rightfully deserved, angry kiss for it. After which he 
promptly kicked him out and napped for about twenty more minutes before 
he felt ready to brave the day. 


They stay until breakfast, which is more muted than yesterday’s meals. 
Even with Kayla, Austin, and Will proving they’re all morning people by 
being disgustingly awake. Apollo tries to share their energy, but Percy can 
tell that his mind is elsewhere, though he doesn’t dare bring it up yet. 


Mom is still cooking breakfast pancakes when they arrive back at the 
apartment, Estelle absent-mindedly doodling away in a coloring book while 
sitting on Paul’s lap. Seeing the three of them brings Percy a conflicting 
feeling of both relief and anxiety, because he knows he can’t exactly keep 
them away from what might be going down between him and his father. 
Not entirely. 


“How was camp?” Paul asks them, carefully moving the honey away from 
Estelle’s space, preventing an accident. “You guys had fun?” 


“T regret ever leaving,” Percy admits, sighing, leaning his head on Apollo’s 
shoulder. He presses a kiss against the top of his head, sweet and modest, 
and Percy ignores the way his mom is looking at them, blushing. “I really 
needed to stop by. It’s been too long. I can’t wait ‘til spring break already.” 


“Lucky for us, it’s in just a few months,” Mom curls her lips in thought, 
tilting her head at the stove before looking over at them out of the corner of 
her eye. She seems to brace herself before speaking, hesitant yet 
determined, contradicting herself in the same breath that she reaffirms her 
thoughts, much like Percy is prone to do. “If Apollo wants to, he can 


even... Come over to visit, so you can spend some time together. You know, 
if that’s a thing you two might be planning.” 


Percy raises an eyebrow in surprise, and Apollo, who was pretending to be 
a piece of furniture quietly staring at Estelle’s art until now, clears his 
throat. “That’s if I’m, uh, allowed to. Or alive, actually.” 


Mom blinks, confused, and Percy decides to step in because while Apollo 
would probably be able to provide better context to the political and 
territorial issues of this, he just wants to keep it simple for as long as he can. 
Before it gets even messier. 


“Dad is coming over,” Percy explains, pressing his lips together, which 
almost makes Paul spill his coffee as he misses the handle of his cup. Mom 
lets out a little oh, which is... better than expected. “I’m not sure when, but 
it’s soon. Could be over the next ten minutes, or hours, or days—” 


“That’s enough anxiety,” Paul mumbles, to which Apollo lets out a 
breathless little laugh, more nerves than humor. Percy shrugs. 


“He wants to talk to me,” he continues, nodding his head towards Apollo 
and reaching out with a hand under the kitchen island to find his fingers, 
intertwine them, and squeeze his hand. “About him, obviously. And I’m not 
planning to hold anything back, mom.” 


“I’m confused,” Estelle whispers, though she’s not too good at it, as mom 
heaves a sigh. She’s looking right at Apollo. “Daddy is right here.” 


“He is,” Apollo agrees. “Percy means his other daddy.” 


“Don’t call Poseidon that, please,” Percy barely keeps himself from adding 
a few curse words to that, nudging Apollo’s side with his elbow. Apollo 
meets his eyes, looking down at him, offering him a smile that’s barely 
there, that looks too forced. Swallowing, he turns back to mom. He doesn’t 
want to see that expression on him ever again. “I mean it. I don’t think itll 
be pretty, mom.” 


“T get it,’ Mom throws her hands up, and centers her own nervousness by 
grabbing plates to serve breakfast, shaking her head. “I told him to give you 
space, Percy. He didn’t seem to have any problem with that while you were 
growing up, but now...” 


Apollo grimaces. “Here we are. I suppose it’s a little late to say I’m deeply 
sorry about bringing this into your home?” 


Percy kicks his shin under the table. “You don’t get to apologize until you 
do something wrong, dummy.” 


“Hearing you censor that sailor mouth is truly fascinating,” Apollo sighs, 
throwing him a dreamy look. “I don’t think I'll get tired of it.” 


“You won’t get tired of anything my mouth can—” 


Paul clears his throat, and Percy snaps out of the distraction of having to 
interact with Apollo for more than three seconds, because if Apollo’s 
obsessed with him, then Percy is absolutely smitten, to the deepest level 
possible— the opposite of below rock bottom, because he’s never felt any 
higher on something like this. 


“Yeah, so, fair warning,” Percy shakes his head, trying to get rid of his 
blush. Apollo pressing a kiss against the top of his ear and chuckling into it 
only deepens it, and mom looks both defeated and exasperated, on top of 
her amusement. “I’m definitely cussing dad out. So, um, what are our New 
Years plans, just in case?” 


“Watching the ball drop!” Estelle chimes in, blissfully oblivious to the 
seriousness of this conversation. Percy grins, relaxing just-so; Estelle is still 
too young of a New Yorker to be bored of the Times Square gathering, and 
Percy selfishly wishes she never loses that innocence, but he knows better. 
She’ ll take the world by storm someday. “At midnight, no bedtime!” 


“You fell asleep last year,’ Percy reminds her, to which Estelle frowns, 
pouting. Apollo brings his free hand up to his mouth to hide his smile, 
which makes him melt a little bit. “Are you sure you wanna go?” 


“Yes!” Estelle nods, as earnest as a four-year-old can be. “We’re going!” 


“Alright,” Percy agrees, offering his fist for her to bump with her own. He 
looks at mom. “Anything else?” 


“Pizza, but homemade,” Mom shrugs with a smile, eyes wrinkling at the 
comers as she glances at Paul. “Maybe some wine for us old people.” 


“You’re not old,” Percy frowns. “I’m also over twenty-one.” 


“T’m over four-thousand, and I’m not getting any wine, am I?” Apollo asks, 
exchanging a look with mom, who shakes her head no. He shrugs at Percy. 
“See? Don’t fight it. I’m quite alright with toasting over, I don’t know, 
Pepsi?” 


“We don’t give Estelle that sort of sugar,” Paul sighs, laughing as Estelle 
whines and pouts about it. Apollo raises an eyebrow. “She gets 
hyperactive.” 


“Oh, dear,” Apollo glances at mom. “Is she worse than Percy?” 
“Dude! I was a sweet child—” 


“He was a terror,” Mom rolls her eyes. “Bath time? Awful. Almost gave up 
every single time. I have pictures!” 


Percy tries and fails to keep his mom from embarrassing him in Apollo’s 
eyes with baby pictures, before resigning himself to that fate and pretending 
that watching Apollo coo over them isn’t, in its own way, fucking adorable. 
He runs his finger over the images, tracing Percy’s wild baby hair and 
pointing out his big doe eyes, holding his hand so he can’t run away to his 
room. 


He doesn't settle into a fake sense of security, despite it. He's been at this 
demigod thing for far too long to trick himself, despite Apollo's attempts at 
making it better by letting him sit on his lap and willingly offering a 
semblance of physical comfort, as much as he can without it getting 
overbearing. That night after they come back from camp, he puts him to 


Sleep with a lullaby, and Percy dreams once more about summer skies and 
sweet kisses, the heat of the sun on his skin. 


The next morning, the weather guy on the news announces a tropical storm 
set to arrive in New York on New Year’s, forecasting wet ice rain 
throughout the whole day, if not longer, mentioning how wet people are 
gonna be at Times Square. Percy processes that information the only way 
he knows how to: going up to the roof through the fire escape via his room's 
window and glaring at the sky, at the horizon, picturing the sea. 


“I'm waiting,” he says, hands balled into fists where he has his arms 
crossed. When there's no trace of his father having the decency of at least 
acknowledging him, he clenches his jaw. “Fine. No answer. You've always 
been good at neglect, haven't you? What else should I expect?” 


“Percy,” his mom's voice comes, and he only retreats further into himself, 
shoulders hunching up. He left Apollo watching a movie with Estelle and 
Paul, and figured either he or his mom would follow, but that didn't make 
him any more ready for this, so he avoids looking at her. A sigh reaches his 
ears. “Sometimes I wonder if you're too much like me, or too much like 
him. There's a lot of stubbornness and recklessness on both sides.” 


Percy scoffs, tearing his eyes away from the sky to glare at the floor. “I got 
all my good from you, mom. Everything else— that's all him, and all me. 
You never needed anger management.” 


“That counsellor was awful, honey,” Mom steps over, setting a hand on his 
shoulder, but Percy doesn't look at her. He can't face everything that he 
hasn't told her. He can't face the idea that he came out of Tartarus a different 
person, one that over-grew his skin, but has been trying to live in it for the 
last four years and failing. “Percy, your father is misguided, but he's acting 
out of love. He's worried.” 


Percy presses his lips together. “It's not just Apollo, mom. It's— it's the war. 
It's the fact that he hasn't paid a single child-support check in the last 
twenty-one years and tries to make up for it like this.” 


“T don't pretend to defend him, Percy, but he's trying. He's always tried,” 
Mom lets out another sigh, and Percy feels the weight of what only they 
know, what it feels like to be a prisoner in your own home with an 
insignificant man as your warden, to hold back from fighting back, from 
saying real things. And even then, he can’t imagine what she must have felt 
— a former girlfriend to a god, left to figure out her child’s safety by 
herself, marrying something despicable as a result and never getting any 
help. “Perhaps not enough. Or not as he should have. But you can't take that 
from him—” 


“T'm turning it against him instead,” Percy runs a hand over his face, mom 
squeezing his shoulder in support. He can feel a headache coming. “I'm not 
taking anything away, mom. He loves me and I love him. But that doesn't 
mean I can't be honest with him and give him all the reasons why he doesn't 
have a say in this. I couldn't care less who he thinks I should be dating.” 


“Percy, it's not unfounded,” Mom says, her tone careful. Percy has to close 
his eyes, trying to control welled up tears of frustration. “You have to make 
him understand your point of view, baby. Arguing with him is not going to 
solve anything. Apollo is sweet, he is kind, he is good. I could bet anything 
on it, but he's still complicated... he’s still a god, Percy. And your father's 
known him for longer.” 


“That doesn't mean he knows him like I do,” Percy shakes his head, 
opening his eyes. He dares to look at his mom, and her expression is gut- 
wrenching: the worried eyes, the wrinkles of a frown over her features, the 
weight of having to be his mother; how she shoulders it because she loves 
him like no one else has and will. “I don't think anyone alive knows him 
like this, mom, or like I’m starting to. I'm probably delusional but it's just— 
I feel it. In my gut. In my heart, mom. And I'm not about to let anyone tell 
me what to do with those feelings.” 


Mom swallows, her eyes watering, and she lets out a small, dry laugh, 
shaking her head. “Of course you won't, and I'm proud of you for that, 
Percy. That strength, honey, I've always admired it. I don't know how I 
managed to get a son like you.” 


“Lack of luck,” Percy suggests, to which she laughs, throwing her head 
back. “It's all you, mom. That's all.” 


“No, Mom smiles. She runs a hand through his hair, getting curls off his 
face, looking at him with all the love she's always given him. Percy has to 
hold himself together in order to not break down. “No, Percy, that's all you. 
It'll always be. And if your father tries to challenge that, or your clarity of 
mind—” 


“Then I'll show him a real storm.” 


She presses her lips together, the way she used to when he was a little kid 
that only managed to get into trouble, with that touch of affection to it that’s 
never been missing. Now, though, Percy can see how proud she is, how 
much she isn’t judging him for deciding to grab the bull by the horns and 
get this off his chest. 


Mom coaxes him downstairs, and Percy immediately sits down next to 
Apollo on the floor, leaning back against his shoulder and letting him wrap 
him in blankets from the nest Estelle insisted on making, and now isn’t 
using. Wrapping an arm around his waist, Apollo pulls him in, kisses his 
temple, and then whispers in his ear, voice concerned. 


“Are you doing okay?” He asks, resting his chin over his shoulder. “I know 
the storm must be... frustrating.” 


Percy turns his head to glance at him, catching those clever eyes, that 
tumultuous gaze swirling with thoughts and guilt, and allows himself to 
relax, his body sagging with a deep breath. “You have no right to read me 
so well.” 


“Haven’t you heard?” Apollo whispers, pressing a kiss to his cheek. “I’ve 
got a boyfriend now, and he’s such a troublemaker. I have to make sure he’s 
not going to do something reckless, like, say, go up to the roof and demand 
a godly visit—” 


Percy doesn’t hold back a chuckle, but he does keep it low, not wanting to 
disturb Estelle from where she’s focused getting her weekly dose of Disney. 


“That was completely logical.” 


“You’re looking at the god of logic, babe, try again.” Apollo winks. “Also 
the god of truth, so don’t lie.” 


“Stop flexing,” Percy digs his elbow into his side, but Apollo just smiles 
even wider. Percy stares at him for a moment, then shakes his head. “Ugh, 
you’re so hot, I can’t deal with it—” 


“We’re not deaf,” Mom calls out, so Percy sticks his tongue out at her, 
looking over at the couch. Paul seems tremendously amused, but chooses 
not to comment. “As cute as you two are, I think that type of conversation is 
best left in private, hm?” 


Percy never had this issue before. The only explanation for his inability at 
keeping his thoughts to himself lately is that Apollo is contagious in some 
way, and, honestly? He’s not complaining. He’s cool with it. He’d feel even 
better about this if Apollo had some self-confidence in them working out 
and if his father wasn’t being such a pain in the ass about it, but this... this 
is worth a little struggle. Some of the best things are. 


Poseidon doesn’t show up that day, or even the next. By New Year’s Eve 
afternoon, it’s been raining, quite lightly, for two days straight, in 
anticipation of the coming storm, which the weather guy insists won’t be 
severe at all and shouldn’t interfere with the festivities. 


“1 don’t believe him,” Percy says to Apollo as they sit back on the couch 
together. His parents and Estelle went out to the park, since the rain has let 
up for a bit, and they want to make the most of it before they prepare for 
what’s going to be a wet New Years. “Like, look at his tie. Clouds. Don’t 
trust him.” 


“T would bet an eye that he’s some wind god child,” Apollo sighs, leaning 
his head on his shoulder. Percy’s been doing some practice quizzes for his 
biology class on and off since they arrived, and he’s supposed to be helping 
him, not distracting him by initiating physical contact. “Hm, speaking of 
demigods, I should do some research on your family, actually...” 


“Tf you find out I’m some sort of legacy, please don’t tell me,” Percy snorts, 
and Apollo rolls his eyes. “You’re the one insisting on this, not me. I have 
enough demigod in me already.” 


“You’ll have a lot of god in you soon enough, for sure.” 


Percy grabs his biology textbook and tries to get a playful hit in, but Apollo 
catches his wrist and straightens up, leaning in to kiss him. Percy 
immediately drops the book on the couch to kiss back, forgetting about how 
much he’s gonna hate himself if the pages bend, hands coming up to pull at 
the neck of his shirt to make him come closer until he can safely wrap his 
legs around his waist and lay down on the couch, dragging him with him. 


“Okay,” Apollo says between kisses, breath brushing against Percy’s lips, 
hands squeezing the underside of his thighs. Licking his lips, he nods. 
“Yeah, alright, this is totally what I intended.” 


“Gods, you’re a dork,” Percy laughs, which gets him a wet kiss pressed on 
his nose. “Ugh, gross.” 


“T’m definitely not having sex with you on your mother’s couch, though,” 
Apollo says, earning a disappointed groan. Their eyes meet, and Percy 
almost laughs again at his incredulous expression. “Oh, I’m sorry, do you 
want your parents to walk in on me going balls deep, is that it?” 


A blush blooms over his cheeks, but Percy just snorts. “That’s just you 
being a drama queen, dude.” 


“You’re back to calling me man, and dude,” Apollo raises his eyebrows, a 
playful glint in his eyes as he runs his hands up and down the skin of his 
thighs; Percy should’ve known wearing a skirt would backfire, but he’s not 
really regretting it. If anything, this was exactly the position he was hoping 
to get put in. “But don’t think I’ve forgotten about that slip at the Big House 
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Percy feels himself growing redder and tries to go for a kiss to circumvent 
the situation, but Apollo leans back and pushes him down against the 
couch, not letting him lift himself up. “You have no proof.” 


“I’ve got witnesses,” Apollo’s hand on his chest trails up to his neck, 
fingertips dancing playfully against his skin, and Percy’s breath catches 
when he lets his palm rest there for a second, eyes wide. Apollo, noticing 
this reaction, blinks slowly and then raises his eyebrows. “If that’s what I 
think it is...” 


Percy swallows, taking a deep breath as he feels his throat bob against 
Apollo’s palm. “I’m pretending this isn’t happening.” 


“That’s really not the way to deal with that, but I’Il allow it this one time,” 
Apollo tilts his head, looking down at him as if he’s considering something. 
“Gotta admit it makes sense for you, it’s kinda hot—” 


He clears his throat as obnoxiously as possible and sits up. Time to use 
evasion tactics. “So, do you want any brownies, babe?” 


Apollo’s mouth drops open, and he glances up at the ceiling for a second. 
“Thank you, Jesus. Should’ve never doubted you.” 


Percy laughs so hard he almost chokes on the sound, and then drags Apollo 
into the kitchen with him, determined to get those brownies in the oven 
before his family gets home from the park and picking up the cooking 
ingredients for dinner. It’ll be a nice way to welcome the year along with 
that homemade pizza; they aren’t exactly glamorous, they never have been, 
and by far the biggest event of the day is going to be showing up at Times 
Square just to please Estelle, and they’re okay with that. 


Apollo is exceptionally good at shadowing him, but also at staying out of 
his way. More than once, Percy has to keep him from trying to ‘test taste’ 
the brownie batter, and he often presses himself up against his back, chest 
making full contact, to the point where he almost drops several utensils to 
the floor because it’s distracting and tempting. 


“Just fuck me against the counter already,’ Percy mumbles as Apollo 
presses a kiss against the back of his neck, and the sheer frustration that 
slips out with it is enough to make him laugh, press himself even closer. 
Percy almost spills brownie batter all over said kitchen counter. “I’m going 
to kill you.” 


“Bold request,” Apollo says, voice carefully casual. Percy feels lips against 
his neck again, then teeth, and shivers from head to toe. “You wouldn’t be 
able to handle me with your stamina.” 


Percy tums around and glares up at him, but Apollo acts completely 
unaffected, a smug grin on his face, so he just leans in, tilting up his chin, 
and kisses him. 


It’s not a very long kiss, because there’s a knock at the door that gives them 
both pause— and then Apollo tenses up, cursing under his breath, and 
Percy’s heart drops to the bottom of his stomach. 


“Oh,” he hears himself saying, not fully processing yet. “He’s here?” 


“Get cleaned up,” Apollo leans back, hesitates, and then presses a brief, 
comforting kiss against his forehead, making eye contact. A thousand 
words seem to go through his mind at that moment, but he doesn’t seem to 
be able to voice most of them, so he just sighs. “I’ll deal with him while 
you get ready, alright, baby? Just... brace yourself.” 


Percy takes a deep breath, nodding, thinking back to the last time a god told 
him to brace himself like this, right before something massive was about to 
happen. His own father, in a letter. He hadn’t turned fourteen yet, and didn't 
know about the prophecy. It feels like another life entirely, and for a painful 
second, as Apollo turns and walks out of the kitchen to open the door, Percy 
wonders when he lost the right to at least... hear from his dad without 
having to seek him out first. 


He discards the thought and shakes his head, washing his hands in the sink 
and taking off his apron. He hesitates to put the brownie molds in the oven, 
and decides against it, because he doesn’t want either of them to snap if the 
timer goes off in the middle of their conversation. Voices reach his ears 
from the living room, and Percy leans against the counter, facing the fridge, 
looking at all the pictures of his family and friends hanging from magnets 
and feeling strangely void at how there isn’t a space for Poseidon in any of 
them. 


But he’ll make a space for Apollo, gods dare challenge him, Fates try to 
stop him. He has no fear left, or at least, no fear that he can’t redirect into 
action. He’s tired of giving them everything he has, everything he is. It’s 
time he faces this and fights for himself instead of others. 


Poseidon doesn’t look happy when he steps out of the kitchen. He’s 
standing, as timeless as ever, dark hair and green eyes like his, narrowed as 
he keeps them on Apollo, who’s meeting his gaze with a clenched jaw. His 
trident is in his hand and it looks much more jarring than it ever has before, 
when paired with his usual fit of a Hawaiian shirt and khakis in the middle 
of winter, with that Mediterranean sun tan. Percy can feel his fight or flight 
instinct kicking in, which is unsurprising, disappointing, and heartbreaking. 


“Dad,” he calls, clenching his hands into fists and digging his nails into the 
skin of his palms, taking a deep breath as Poseidon meets his eyes. His 
expression softens, just so, and Percy wonders if he too looks that sharp, if 
he looks that unfriendly. A tired sigh leaves him. “Can you stop glaring at 
my boyfriend? It’s uncalled for.” 


Poseidon presses his lips into a line. “So we’re using that word now, instead 
of... friends?” 


Apollo winces, but Percy can’t resist rolling his eyes, walking over so he 
can stand between them. His father is taller than Apollo which means he’s 
the shortest person in the room, but he doesn’t feel like it. With both gods 
watching his every move so intensely, it feels like he’s the one they’re wary 
of. And they probably should be, especially his father; Percy hasn’t felt like 
playing nice for a while. Not toward gods. 


“You couldn’t have waited until the first, at least?” He finds himself asking, 
but Poseidon doesn’t waver. A flare of annoyance goes through his chest 
and he has to take a deep breath. It’s too soon to get too angry. “It’s a hassle 
to set up an Atlantis visit but you can just show up during holidays? Is that 
how that works now?” 


“Percy,” Poseidon hesitates here, glancing at Apollo, who stands his ground 
despite being so tense that Percy can see it in the line of his shoulders. His 


father sighs, on the edge of frustration. “I think you’re bound to understand 
my reasoning for why this situation is so—” 


“Oh, yeah I get it,’ Percy nods, shrugging. “I disappear for a few months, 
no biggie. No need to bother helping out Tyson with the search, or anything 
at all. I get a boyfriend? Red flags.” 


“Perseus,” a warning tone, which he hasn’t really heard from him before, 
not that he can vividly recall, but to him it just sounds like a challenge. 
“When that boyfriend is a god, especially an Olympian, perhaps some 
urgency is needed.” 


Apollo, perhaps sensing that Percy’s about to say some not-nice things, 
reaches out, fingers grazing his elbow. Percy looks back at him, at how 
carefully he’s keeping his emotions and thoughts under a lid. He hates it. 


“Don’t jump the shark, Percy,” he says, his voice so soft that Percy’s 
reminded of Piper’s charmspeak, but there’s no magic here. He still wants 
to punch something. “Listen to your father. Let him speak.” 


“T’ll listen to him when he makes sense,” he shoots back, snapping his eyes 
back to Poseidon, who’s staring at Apollo’s fingers on his skin like he can’t 
make sense of it. “Why are you here, dad? What do you think will happen?” 


Poseidon keeps his silence for a beat, then looks at Apollo. His tone leaves 
no room for argument. “I need some privacy with my son.” 


“What?” Percy demands, and immediately reaches out to hold Apollo’s 
hand in his, perhaps a little too tight, but it feels necessary. He makes sure 
Poseidon is looking at him before continuing, even if Apollo is mumbling 
about him leaving. “This isn’t your home. You don’t get to do that.” 


“This isn’t his home either,” Poseidon glances around the room, raising an 
eyebrow. “And perhaps conveniently enough for my case, Olympus isn’t 
your home either. You made that very clear, Percy.” 


Percy gets so angry for a second that he can’t do anything other than stare, 
biting his tongue, and then he looks at Apollo, scoffing. “My room. Don’t 


leave. I won’t take long.” 


Apollo hesitates, looking between the two of them like he fears a natural 
disaster, but in the end he gives in. Percy watches him go feeling strangely 
calm, and he’s reminded of that old saying, of the calm that comes before 
the storm. Instead of needing any build up, though, Percy turns towards 
Poseidon as soon as the door to his room closes, matching his scowl. 


“How dare you?” He asks, letting the weight of the words drip from his 
tongue like poison. “What do you think you’re doing? You’ve never been 
like this. Why does this change so much for you?” 


“Apollo has many blessings, Percy, and he’s capable in many fields,” 
Poseidon crosses his arms, raising an eyebrow. “Love is not under either of 
those categories. I’d hate to watch you be turned into some new kind of 
kelp.” 


“Very funny,” Percy snorts, with no humor. “Since when do you care?” 


Poseidon has the nerve to look offended. “Percy, you’re my son. And I’ve 
admitted to you, you’re my favorite. I love you. Apollo is not reliable, and 
he’s everything you’ve told me you’ve never wanted, and you will never 
want.” 


“Reliable,” Percy repeats the word, not knowing whether to laugh at him or 
scream. “Reliable. You’re telling me this as someone who has so many 
children that I’ve met more of my siblings than I can count, and they’ve all 
been abandoned, turned into monsters, or been born monsters because you 
decided to do some weird shit—” 


“This isn’t about me, Percy—” 


“Yes, it is!” Percy cuts in, because he knows attempts at gaslighting when 
he sees them. Because he grew up with Gabe and with gods trying to 
manipulate him at every turn. “This is about you. You can’t come to mom’s 
apartment during the holidays to tell me you don’t approve of who I’m 
dating, who I like, and tell me this isn’t a you problem. Maybe if I’d been 


abducted, I’d expect something like this, but you’ve already proven not 
even that will get you to leave the ocean.” 


Poseidon takes a deep, deep breath, and when he lets it out Percy catches 
the scent of sea water, and sees the flash of anger in his eyes. For a second, 
he clenches his hand around his trident, and Percy tenses up like a cat, but 
Poseidon just decides to turn back and rest it against the wall, putting space 
between them. 


He should be terrified. It’s the closest he’s come to making a god truly, 
devastatingly angry in ages, but all he feels is indignation. Pain. The fact 
that this is happening at all is a thought that he can’t process right now. It’s 
like he’s riding on a wave of emotions, just going along with the current 
because otherwise he might drown. 


“Percy, you have no idea how much I regret not helping you,” Poseidon 
says, and Percy bites back a scoff. He’s heard this before. He heard it when 
he went to Atlantis and all Poseidon had to offer was godhood. “I couldn’t 
interfere with Hera’s plans. I couldn’t disobey Zeus’ command to close 
communications. You know this.” 


“Everyone else did,” Percy points out, and unable to stay still, fidgets with 
his fingers, cracking them, watching Poseidon wince as each of the joints 
pop. “Even with the Roman and Greek split. They showed up, or at least 
tried to. They gave signs. Athena showed up, and she was going insane. I 
prayed to you, almost every single day, dad, begged you for some guidance, 
some indication you were listening— and I didn’t hear from you until the 
battle.” 


“And I’m sorry, Percy, I—” Poseidon pauses, his expression contorting 
with regret, with anger, with disappointment that seems aimed at himself, 
but Percy’s all out of pity. He’s so tired. “Gods aren’t the best at this, son, 
we never have been. It doesn’t come easy for most. And you wouldn’t have 
wanted to meet Neptune. I wouldn’t have wanted you to meet him.” 


“Well, maybe I should have,” Percy huffs out a breath, shaking his head. 
“Maybe seeing that part of you would’ve made it make sense. Maybe I 


could’ve forgiven you ages ago like that. And you— don’t lie to me. Gods 
can be better than this. There’s proof of it sitting in my room.” 


“Apollo’s a one-in-a-million exception to the rule—” 


“No, he isn’t!” Percy walks up to him, barely resisting the urge to poke his 
chest with his finger. “I saw Lady Artemis’ tears when Zéde Nightshade 
died. Dionysus asked me to keep his son out of battle. Athena gave me 
advice when Annabeth was kidnapped, and Hermes was a shell of himself 
during the years leading up to Luke’s death. You’re not going to tell me it’s 
difficult, when you’ve been better than this, better than all of them, and you 
still left me alone.” 


“T’ve vouched for you, Percy,” Poseidon keeps his voice low, but his eyes 
narrowed. He doesn’t seem to be liking what he’s hearing, and Percy’s glad. 
“T still do, and I’ll never take it back. What I’m trying to do here, warning 
you that this relationship won’ end well and isn’t good for you, is me trying 
to make up for where I’ve lacked these past few years. Trying to look out 
for your happiness—” 


“My happiness, dad,” Percy doesn’t hold back a humorless laugh, short and 
low. He runs a hand through his hair, incredulous. “That’s a good one, dad, 
my happiness. You deserve an award for that one.” 


“Percy—” 


“Do you really think ve ever been happy, dad?” Percy gestures at himself, 
shrugging. He thinks about hiding bruises and resisting the urge to snap, 
resisting the urge to relapse, and thinks about how many times he’s thought 
he’d be better off dead for everyone else's sake. Poseidon goes so quiet, you 
could almost believe he’s really listening. “You really think I’ve been happy 
for more than a few moments at a time? A few months? That I’ve had zero 
issues outside of the prophecies that could have a negative effect on me 
long-term?” 


“T don’t mean to assume I know everything, son,” Poseidon sighs, but no 
amount of regret will fix anything. “Even if I suspected some things... 
you’ve never opened up to me like this before.” 


“T couldn’t,” Percy takes a deep breath, and rubs his eyes. They’re getting 
watery, and he doesn’t want to give Poseidon his tears. “I can’t, actually, to 
anyone. Ever. I hate it. What was I supposed to do, just, the prophecy child, 
the hero, whining about how life is hard when a war is brewing?” 


“Tt wouldn’t have been whining, Percy,” Poseidon frowns at him. He seems 
uneasy, thrown off guard. “War takes a particular toll on its heroes.” 


“Yeah, no shit. Did you know Tartarus sucks, dad?” Percy looks at him and 
sees his expression fall, sees him bracing himself, but Percy’s not going to 
pull punches. “I don’t open up, so you never asked. You have no idea what 
went on down there. The things I did— I hated myself for it. I still do. This 
power, the price of being your son, it’s always been too much for me. I’ve 
never wanted it, and I never want to be a god, and you couldn’t understand 
that. All I’ve ever wanted is a father. A real father. A normal father.” 


Poseidon doesn’t meet his eyes, and doesn’t try to say anything, but the 
dam he keeps around himself is broken, demolished into pieces, and it 
comes crashing, all the thoughts he’s buried over the last four years if not 
longer. 


“T got Paul for that,” he says, and his heart twists in his chest because he 
can see Poseidon hates it. He can tell it pains him. But if Percy has to 
acknowledge it he will, regardless of who reaches their limit first. “I got 
Paul, and before that I had the worst thing that’s ever happened to me and 
mom. I’ve tried so hard to forgive you for leaving her like that—” 


Swallowing, Poseidon tries to interject. “I never meant for Sally to suffer.” 


“But she did!” Percy snaps, sniffles. “And I did! You couldn’t even look out 
for me by helping with money, or with a convenient apartment or a job for 
mom being available, or any sort of fucked-up god magic that you have that 
none of you ever use for anyone other than yourself. To this day, I wonder 
how that snake got in my crib, and why you visited if you were going to let 
Gabe destroy me and mom a few years later. It took Medusa’s head to get 
rid of him, dad. There are worse monsters out there than whatever the fuck 
you’ve helped create.” 


“T know a sand-dollar doesn’t make up for any of that, Percy. I have no 
excuse,” Poseidon squeezes his eyes shut for a moment, running his fingers 
through his hair, with the semblance of a man finally facing his errors. “But 
I can’t... we cannot linger on that forever. I can’t change your past and no 
matter how much I regret not taking a bigger risk to ensure you’d be safe 
growing up, it will not be enough. It’ll never be. Sorry doesn’t cut it, and 
this is why I’m interfering right now. I don’t want you to do something 
you’|l regret.” 


“Apollo understands me more than you’ve ever tried to,” Percy feels a 
headache coming, so he drops down on the couch, looking up at him. It’s a 
vulnerable position and he’d rather not put himself in it, but it’s too much. 
“He makes me happy. He listens to me. If you were looking out for my 
happiness, even still disapproving of it like mom, you’d let me have this for 
as long as I can. For as long as I want.” 


Poseidon turns his back to him, looking at the Christmas tree, at Estelle’s 
discarded toys. “I thought she’d be able to convince you to not seek this out 
any longer.” 


Percy snorts. “Right, you came to her. How could I forget? You tried to get 
mom on your side before thinking of talking to me, you threatened Apollo 
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“IT did what I thought was best,” Poseidon lets the words linger in the air, 
and Percy holds back from commenting on that. He says what he’s thinking. 
“Perhaps what I think is best doesn’t align with your wishes... or what you 
think is best for yourself.” 


“You don’t get to insert yourself into my life like this,” Percy clenches his 
fists again, scratches the skin. Closing his eyes, he huffs out a breath. “I 
love you. I do. I can’t possibly change that even if I wanted to but this is— 
this is too much. This is ridiculous. What did you think, that Apollo was 
going to take me away and marry me? That he was going to take advantage 
of me and a demigod baby would show up at my doorstep?” 


“T didn’t...” Poseidon trails off, and leaves out a heavy sigh. “I didn’t 
consider that this was happening because you truly wanted it to. Gods are 


full of tricks. They’re deceiving. And you don’t like them at all.” 


“You need to change,” Percy says, opening his eyes. Poseidon’s expression 
is set in stone, carefully neutral. It makes him nauseous. “And you are. All 
of you. Apollo told me about the new rules, but you need to understand that 
it’s an uphill battle. It’s easy for us to change when compared to you 
because most of us only get one life, dad, nothing else. Me dating Apollo 
doesn’t mean I suddenly love Olympus. He doesn’t exactly like it either. It’s 
something that happened, that is happening, that will continue to happen 
and it doesn’t have to make sense for you if it makes sense for me.” 


“T dislike it, Percy,’ Poseidon frowns, glancing at his trident. “I always will. 
If he hurts you—” 


“You'll do nothing,” Percy interrupts, standing up, a rush of fury going 
through him. Vaguely, he registers light flashing from the windows; lighting 
from the storm closing in. This definitely doesn’t look at all like the weather 
report. “You’ll do absolutely nothing. If I find out that you plan to, you’ll 
have me knocking on your door, because that’s my issue. My problem. My 
relationship.” 


Poseidon shakes his head, clenching his jaw. “You can’t possibly expect me 
to stand back, Percy. And you don’t get to threaten me like this.” 


“Why not?” Percy crosses his arms, feeling that fight or flight instinct again 
from the way Poseidon narrows his eyes, but he meets his gaze straight on. 
“Do you think you can control me? Is that it? Because in case you’ve 
forgotten, I’m the one that bound all the Olympians to a promise. I’m the 
one that took care of Kronos, and who Gaea decided to keep alive. I know 
the extent of the power you’ve given me, dad. I was forced to learn it in 
Tartarus, while you were off in the deep ocean, waiting for your brother to 
call you to war.” 


They stare each other down, and Percy has that thought again, that feeling, 
that he should be scared. But he hasn’t been scared of gods in a while. Not 
really. 


“The only reason I’ve ever saved any of you,” Percy continues, talking 
slowly, making sure to nail in the words. “It's because I know you can be 
better. I believe in second chances, but if I had wanted to, I could have torn 
Olympus apart with my bare hands. You don’t father demigods, dad. You 
father monsters. So don’t test me, either. I’ve had it with all of you messing 
with my life, ripping any sense of normalcy from me over and over. So get 
your shit together, try to understand that I know what I’m doing, and don’t 
do that again. Please. Be a normal parent for once, for me. Just once. That’s 
all I’m asking.” 


Poseidon looks at him with a mixed bag of feelings, all given away by the 
clench of his jaw, the intensity of his gaze, the way he’s considering him 
from head to toe. He sees pride and love in the same measurement that he 
sees weariness and unhappiness, because he knows he means it, and that 
he’s right. Percy often tries to see things from someone else’s point of view, 
tries to empathize, and he understands that mess of complicated emotions, 
of hesitation mixed with certainty better than others probably could. He’s 
still his father’s son as much as he is his mother’s, and something about that 
will always hurt. It will always make him aware of the ugliest parts of 
himself, but it’s something he’II have to learn to live with. 


“Very well,” he says, in the end, breaking eye contact, defeat clear in the 
downwards curl of his lips. He turns towards his trident and holds it in his 
hand looking at it like he can't remember what he brought it out for. Percy 
wonders the same. “I’ll try my best to respect your wishes, Percy. But I 
have one question.” 


Percy shrugs. “It better not be dumb.” 


Poseidon doesn’t seem amused by that, and he meets his eyes with a look 
that’s way too close to pity for his liking. Before he even opens his mouth, 
his heart drops. “What happens when you die? What happens when the 
Lethe does away with your memories in preparation for your next life? 
What happens with you, and with him?” 


He stares at him, the silence stretching on, as a fresh wave of emotions 
crashes against him. And this time, Percy doesn’t feel like going along with 


it. No. He can’t drown. And he fights the currents. He won’t let them take 
him under. Not with a witness. 


“Get out,” he says, and his voice comes out harsh, shredded. Poseidon’s 
expression immediately softens with sympathy, but Percy doesn’t want it. 
The second time, his tone speaks of anger. “Get out. You don’t get to do 
this, ever. Leave.” 


“Percy—” Poseidon tries, but he shakes his head at him. He’s smart enough 
to bite his tongue, and let something different come out, shoulders 
slumping. “I love you, son. And I’m sorry. I hope... I hope the trust I’m 
placing in you right now proves you right.” 


He speaks like he already knows what flowers he’s going to pick for his 
funeral and Percy doesn’t think he’s ever teetered on the edge of anger and 
sorrow quite so much, not outside of Tartarus. It brings him back to a state 
of mind that he does not care to relive, nails digging so hard into his palm 
that the skin breaks and biting the inside of his cheek with a viciousness he 
would reserve for fighting, until that bleeds, too. He needs to keep himself 
together. 


Poseidon leaves, sees himself out, either because he knows Percy’s 
processing or because he has no further interest in the situation, now that 
Percy’s made his stance clear. 


Like a string pulled too tight, Percy snaps and drops to his knees, gasping 
even though he wasn’t holding his breath. Exhaustion starts to pull at him 
but he can’t really understand why over the dizziness and disorientation of 
how much emotion he just let out. His eyes water and his hands hurt, 
slippery with blood, and he pounds his fist against the floor, because fuck, 
fuck, this is— this is probably a panic attack, or an anxiety attack, he can’t 
tell, and he’s practiced how to get others out of this so much but he’s so bad 
at controlling it for himself. 


He doesn’t hear Apollo calling his name nor does he catch his footsteps at 
all, his presence going completely unnoticed until he feels hands on his 
shoulders, making him sit up, until he blinks out some tears and his face 
comes into focus. 


“Breath with me,” Apollo says, the second he catches him looking, 
gesturing at his chest. Percy almost chokes trying to, but Apollo avoids 
crowding his space any further, keeping in mind his claustrophobia— Percy 
grabs him by the shirt and pulls him in with what little strength he has left, 
leaning down, pressing his ear against his chest, feeling the rise and fall of 
it. “I— alright, not optimal, but it'll do. Just listen to my voice and breath 
with me, alright, baby? It’s okay. It’s just me and you. Let go of the storm. 
Do you want me to sing for you?” 


Percy nods, squeezing his eyes shut, and Apollo immediately starts 
humming the same lullaby he sang to him recently. The vibration of it 
comes through his chest, almost unnoticeably, until he starts singing it as 
well, in a language that he doesn’t know but sounds ancient, lost. 
Something only he would care to remember. 


It takes a while before Percy gathers himself. He processes a few things, 
like the shivers going up and down his spine, the cold sweat, the blood on 
his hands and the taste of it on his tongue. Apollo’s gentle touches, as he 
runs a soothing hand through his hair, his beautiful voice. 


“T’m sorry,” he croaks out, throat dry, sniffling. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to 
freak out.” 


“This is nothing to be sorry for, Percy,” Apollo replies, kissing the top of his 
head, but Percy doesn’t dare look at him, burying his face further against 
his chest. A hand runs over his back, up and down, and it makes him tear up 
even more. “What is it that you say to me? You can be sorry when you do 
something wrong.” 


Percy lets out a teary laugh. “Don’t use my words against me, or I might 
have to give you extra points.” 


“I’d settle for kisses,” Apollo shrugs, which steals another chuckle from 
him. Pulling back, he meets his eyes, and he finds there the admiration and 
love that’s been lingering in them for a while now, so raw it burns. Then he 
breaks eye-contact, and looks at his hands, holding them in his own while 
nudging his fists open with his fingers. He stares at the blood, his eyebrows 
wrinkling like it hurts him, and Percy actively feels his heart grow three 


sizes at the sight. “Are you okay, Percy? I’ll help you clean up in a minute, I 
just... I need you to be honest with me.” 


Taking a deep breath, Percy doesn’t even consider lying at that question, 
even though he’s so used to it. “It hurts. All of it. This was— awful. 
Horrible.” 


“Necessary things often are,” Apollo sighs, shaking his head. “I’m so sorry 
it came to this, Percy. You shouldn’t need to struggle so much to be heard. 
Not by your father.” 


“T’m used to it,” Percy shrugs, which only makes Apollo’s expression fall 
into full misery. He smiles at him, tired and shaky, but it’s a smile. “It’s 
alright. He’ll... he’ll come around.” 


“Yes. I... after all of that, I think he will,” Apollo nods, and slowly brings 
them up to their feet, not even fazed at the blood stains on his shirt and his 
hands, guiding him into the bathroom. He allows Apollo to clean the 
wounds, to wrap them up with bandages from his first-aid kit, to kiss them. 
“T want you to know I’Il do everything I can to make you as happy as we 
ever could be together. I’m not risking you. Not ever.” 


Percy stares at him and brings him in, touching their foreheads. “I don’t 
want that to mean risking yourself, Apollo. I wouldn’t be happy if you were 
hurting.” 


Silence, because Apollo isn’t there yet. But that’s alright. It takes time, and 
time is the best medicine, or so he’s heard. Right now, like this, holding 
each other— Percy is not going to push. He isn’t going to question him. He 
isn’t going to try and plant any more seeds so he knows that he will not take 
more than Apollo will take, because he wants to love him well. He wants 
this to be good, because he feels like it could be and he means what he said 
to his father. He will fight for him, tooth and nail, because they both deserve 
one nice thing. Just one. 


But there’s no need to voice now, in this tender, still moment, the evidence 
of his own carelessness towards himself present in the faint scent of blood, 


in the pain throbbing in his palms. No. No, for now, it’s just them. That’s 
enough. And there’s always tomorrow. 


24. Chapter 24 


Notes for the Chapter: 


some *fluff* to make up for the pain of last chapter. im pretty 
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and yes, this will have a happy ending. yes i already know how it's 
gonna go. no, no god percy or mortal apollo, but i'll do you one better, 
guys. you'll see. i have a feeling you'll like it :) 


also yes i was trying to imply a choking kink last chapter what about 
it? it has layers. anyways. 


enjoy! 


Despite it being dangerous for Percy now that they’re not in New Rome 
anymore, Apollo doesn’t try to stop him from calling his mom. What was 
supposed to be some annoying rain has developed into a full, dragged out 
storm, fierce and ice cold, and the emergency weather report recommended 
not going out and avoiding the subways, as they might be in danger of 
flooding. 


“T blew it, mom,” Percy’s saying into the phone, standing before the oven, 
watching the brownies with set eyes. The second they came out of the 
bathroom he put on what Apollo’s decided to call his brave face, something 
worthy of a potential actor or model in its concentration and intensity to not 
let any other emotion break through. But Percy gives it away with the way 
he keeps bringing his hand to his mouth, holding nails between his teeth 
before forcing himself to let go of them. “I’m sorry— no, mom, I’m sorry, 
don’t just take the blame off me. I didn’t even realize and it just, it just 
happened and it’s not supposed to—” 


Sally says something that makes Percy go quiet, his expression breaking out 
in uncertainty and guilt, in uneasiness. He can imagine her reassurances; 
that she’s thinking very much in the same line of thought Apollo is: none of 
this is Percy’s fault. This could’ve been avoided by Poseidon himself. But 
he’s come to understand that Percy has an opinion of himself that pales in 
comparison to the real thing, that struggles to comprehend he doesn’t need 
to shoulder everything anymore, even when he wants to. 


Apollo didn’t hear much of the argument. He didn’t want to; that type of 
conversation is meant to stay between father and son, though he doesn’t 
doubt that it could easily spread through Atlantis. Watching the aftermath of 
it, as Percy crumbled into pieces, was enough to make him want to return to 
the old ways; put a little curse on something Poseidon has a liking for, send 
over a plague, shoot an arrow from across the world and stop someone’s 
heart, but he resisted. 


Percy doesn’t need his anger. They both have plenty of it by themselves, but 
being together nullifies it and Apollo very much likes that, because it means 
they bring each other peace of mind. So, instead of aggravating him with 
the strength of his protectiveness, he gives him a little space— by which he 
means, he holds his free hand and doesn’t take his eyes off him. 


“Alright,” Percy rasps out, momentarily closing his eyes, clearing out tears. 
He’s been shaky and fidgety ever since Poseidon left. But Apollo knows 
that forcing him to lay down and rest instead of letting him take things 
slowly wouldn’t be a good approach. “Okay, you’re gonna stay with 
friends. That’s cool. I’m... I’m baking brownies for when you guys are 
back.” 


A pause, as the low murmur of Sally’s answer comes through, and Apollo 
sees Percy’s lips twitch, attempting a smile but not quite getting there. “I 
love you guys. I guess... Happy New Year?” 


Gods, Apollo should put Poseidon on a mortal trial for child abandonment, 
at the very least. His frustration at his choices rears its head but again, he 
pushes it down. He can vent about it later, to safe ears, because that 
aggression will not be helpful today. It can come after, once he feels like 
Percy’s at least mildly recovered from the stress. 


With a sigh, Percy hangs up the phone, and immediately buries his face in 
his hand. “Gods, Apollo, I messed up. I just ruined New Year’s for all of 
New York City. Fuck.” 


“Your father ruined New Year’s,” Apollo corrects, keeping his voice soft. 
He steps closer to him and wraps his hand carefully around his wrist, 
pulling that hand down, because Percy’s started to pull his hair and the last 
thing he wants is for him to hurt himself further. “Perseus, there is 
absolutely no way you’re taking the blame for this. He is the one that came 
here, the one that asked for it. He did not have to involve the weather, and 
these are the consequences. Someone is bound to complain about it to his 
court in Atlantis before the day is even over.” 


“I made it worse,” Percy mumbles, not meeting his eyes, gaze trained on 
the floor, the oven, the fridge, darting around the room with a frantic energy 
that Apollo recognizes all too well. “I know the extent of my powers. I 
know it. I should do better.” 


“And you are, and you will. Correlation does not imply causation, Percy,” 
he says, gently squeezing his wrist and tracing his thumb over the skin, 
feeling his heartbeat and his scars and resisting the urge to whisk him away 
to a kinder place, a softer place, since Percy’s home. Nowhere else is going 
to be better than this, even if his family isn’t present. “Simple math. 
Poseidon is the confounder. He brought the storm, he spoke to you. He is 
the third-party actually causing these results.” 


Percy snorts, shaking his head in slight disbelief, and finally meets his eyes. 
“You’re using math to make me feel better?” 


“Math is harmonious,” Apollo shrugs. “Logical. Many ancient 
mathematicians were part of my cult, since they found its correlation to 
music... fulfilling. One of my Muses works with geometry. Do you find 
this impressive? Hot? Hopelessly attractive, and you want to kiss me right 
now for being smart?” 


“Nerd,” Percy rolls his eyes, but there’s a new lightness to his eyes, slowly 
recovering a bit of that shine. Apollo almost lets out a breath of relief, since 
he can see he managed to make him feel a little better, but he knows this is 


only temporary. Psychiatry is not his forte but he knows enough for a god of 
healing and medicine, so he can recognize a person on the brink of another 
emotional breakdown, of another attack, of relapse. It hurts his heart to have 
to see Percy like this, but he needs to focus on helping. “What do you want 
for dinner?” 


He raises an eyebrow. “Do I sense a subject change?” 


With a groan, Percy turns back to the oven, sliding his wrist off his hand but 
letting him keep holding the other one. “I sense that you want to talk 
about... it.” 


“Well, yeah,” Apollo winces as Percy puts on that brave face again, trying 
to shut it down, but he isn’t a complete pushover. Not when it comes to the 
people he loves. “Percy, this is... what you just went through was not easy. 
Not everyone could’ve done that. Most people wouldn’t find the strength to 
stand up for themselves like that in front of someone they love. And you 
need to... come down from that level of stress.” 


Percy says nothing, staring at him with that shielded, defensive gaze, and 
then the oven timer goes off. Neither of them jump, too focused on each 
other, and then Percy sighs, breaking eye contact, breaking all their contact 
as he reaches for the oven mittens. He doesn’t say anything until he’s pulled 
out the brownies, leaving Apollo to drool over them at the same time that he 
stares at him, trying to convey all his worry and care and love. Finally, 
Percy presses his lips together, and speaks, still avoiding his eyes. 


“T’ve never done that before,” he starts, then swallows, looking uneasy. 
“Not to that extent, I’ve never... gone off on anyone like that. I’m not afraid 
of being honest with people but this— this was hard. It was too much. I 
don’t know... I don’t know how to address this.” 


“You don’t have to tell me everything right now,” Apollo reaches out for his 
hand, and Percy watches him tangle their fingers together, still trying to 
keep himself together. “I just want you to start somewhere, Percy. And I 
know you’re willing to. Details, even anecdotes, full recountings... you can 
save that for therapy. But speaking up right now, with me, even if it’s just a 
sentence, is going to make it easier to do that in the long run. Not right 


away. I want you to know that before I drop you off with Asclepius and you 
have to start opening yourself to that process again.” 


Percy’s mouth twitches, then he blinks, eyelids fluttering fast, keeping 
moisture away. He wishes he wouldn’t resist so much, but he understands 
that the context is different from the other times Percy cried in his arms. 
This isn’t just him letting off steam, realizing that things aren’t all alright 
anymore and he should change that. This is him facing the hardships of his 
relationship with his father and everything that comes with it, from his 
childhood to his identity. 


“T’m scared,” he confesses, his voice barely above a whisper, lacking the 
strength that usually comes with it. Apollo squeezes his hand and reaches 
out to hold him by the elbow, inviting him into a hug if he wants it. Percy 
pauses, and then, fast like he’s trying to rip off a bandaid, comes closer and 
wraps his arms around his middle, burying his face against his neck. “I’m 
scared that this is as far as Ill get. Of... going dark again. I can’t handle 
that again, Apollo. I can’t do it again. I can’t fail.” 


“Tt’s not a matter of failure, Percy, it’s a matter of healing,” Apollo runs a 
hand up and down his back, letting it dive into his hair, massaging his scalp, 
holding him closer. “It’s about acceptance and finding a way to balance it 
all. No one can just... bounce back from something like this. They can be a 
war veteran or they could have trauma from a car accident, it doesn’t 
matter. It’s never easy, and just because you didn’t get it on your first try it 
doesn’t mean you’ve failed anyone, and even less so yourself.” 


Silence stretches and Apollo can't tell what Percy's thinking right now, if 
he's agreeing or not, but he feels him relax, hugging him even tighter. A few 
seconds later, he pulls back, looking up at him with those eyes that he 
knows can be the sweetest but also the most ruthless. 


“T need a break for today,” Percy breathes out, biting his lip, and Apollo 
presses his thumb against it without hesitation, letting it slip away from the 
abuse. The slight narrowing of Percy's eyebrows tells him he knows what 
he's doing, but there's a note of relief to it. “It's New Year's Eve. Just us. 
Can't we just...” 


A sigh, then a kiss, and Apollo doesn't deny him this because how could 
he? This simple act of affection says what he doesn't dare to and if 
reassurance, company and comfort is what Percy wants then he'll give him 
it until he pleads for mercy. He has a lot of love to give. 


“T can conjure us dinner,” Apollo suggests, offering him a smile. Percy 
seems to resist the urge to roll his eyes. “From some of the best restaurants 
in the world, even. If you're still fancying that pizza, I know a place in 
Rome—” 


“T already had pizza in Rome,” Percy scrunches up his nose. “No thanks.” 


“Americans,” Apollo mumbles, and like the sun peeking from behind the 
clouds—which is a rude allegory, by the way, he does not hide behind cloud 
nymphs—Percy lets out a laugh, short-lived and deep in his throat, but fuck, 
he'll take it. “Let me guess, you want burgers? Maybe some freedom and 
high cholesterol levels to go with it?” 


“Oh, gods,” Percy snorts. “You're lucky I have common sense.” 
“You are a New Yorker, though—” 


“—_and if you mess with New York I'm fucking you up,” A kiss is pressed 
against his lips right after he finishes that sentence, and the way Percy looks 
at him is so sweet, it's so delicate. He wants to bottle it up and look at it 
every single day, but he knows that isn't possible. Instead, he shall cherish it 
now. “I'll just make some pancakes.” 


“Sweet like you?” Apollo chuckles, and Percy groans, grimacing. “You 
didn’t like that one?” 


“T don’t like any of them,” Percy says, like a liar, but he’ ll let him have this 
small victory. “You’re... staying until midnight, right?” 


Apollo sighs. “I’m staying until you feel ready to go back to California. 
Nothing could tear me from you right now.” 


Percy looks at him like he has no idea how to answer, but he doesn’t need 
to. Apollo’s not very good at promises, but he’s been trying to keep them, 
ever since Styx gave him a lesson. And while he shouldn’t even think about 
guaranteeing anything to Percy because there’s always the chance that the 
Moirai will decide to put a stop to them, this is simple. This is easy. This is 
something that doesn’t require more than just... being here for him. 
Supporting him. Making sure he doesn’ drown. If it’s all he can do, then 
he’s going to make sure to do it well. 


Percy’s tried to keep his nausea under wraps, but he thinks Apollo’s noticed 
it anyways. His head is pounding as he gets the pancakes ready and overall 
he feels like he just got totaled by a truck, and he can’t stop staring at the 
blood stains on his bandages, wondering if it would have been better to let 
Apollo heal them instead. They should be gone after a shower but the idea 
of it makes him even dizzier. He’s not doing so well. 


“We don’t have to stay awake until midnight,” Apollo says to him, as they 
eat, perhaps noticing that the more time goes on the less aware and awake 
Percy feels. He can hardly believe he said all that to Poseidon. “Your family 
should be back after the storm dies down. We can celebrate then.” 


“T don’t know if I want to celebrate at all, to be honest,” Percy admits, then 
shakes his head. “No, that’s not right. I know I said I needed a break, but I 
just can’t focus. I keep... I keep thinking about it.” 


Apollo licks chocolate syrup off his thumb—a welcome, if momentary 
distraction—and reaches over the table to hold his wrist, angling it up, bare 
as it is. He stares at it for a second, then at the bandages around his palms, 
and sighs. 


“Are you thinking about your father?” He asks, calm and measured, his 
eyes as kind as mom’s, when she would stand outside his bathroom door 
and talk to him through it, comforting him even though she had no clue 
what was making those six months after the war so horrible for him at 
night, though she had no clue what he did in there. He isn’t sure how to feel 
about it, other than being glad he’s still here. “Or are you thinking about 
hurting yourself, Percy?” 


Back when they first had that date at McDonalds, if Apollo had addressed 
this, Percy would’ve probably shut him out. He might have gotten angry or 
defensive or pretended he had no idea what he meant, but he doesn’t have 
the energy nor the desire to do so now. He trusts him even if he doesn’t 
want him to, even if he doesn’t trust himself, and he’s so tired— has he ever 
spoken to someone else about this? He never let mom know, he never let 
Annabeth suspect a thing, the couple therapists he tried didn’t get that far 
before he quit them. 


He’s ashamed of it. Even if most of the incidents occurred before he found 
out he’s a demigod, when he spent those long, torturous summers with 
Gabe, working his ass off and wishing for a small sign of improvement. 
He’s never stopped chastising himself for being so weak to pressure that he 
needed to hurt himself to stand it. That he hated his life and himself so 
much. 


For anyone else, perhaps the question might feel insensitive. But for Percy, 
it feels long overdue. “I... not consciously. Not really. It’s— it’s like the 
invitation is there. If I wanted it. I already did this to myself today and I 
don’t know what that’!] mean in a few hours, or a few days...” 


“That’s why I’m insisting on you resting, Percy,” Apollo holds his hand, 
bringing it up to his lips, closing his eyes as it makes contact. Percy’s heart 
squeezes in his chest, twisting with pain. He would very much like to stop 
being the source of this type of worry, the type that dragged Annabeth down 
as well. “All of what you’re feeling inside right now, all that pain— you 
need to allow yourself to process it, so you can feel some much needed 
relief.” 


“Relief,” Percy presses his lips together. “I don’t see why I should be 
relieved.” 


“Do you want me to tell you?” Apollo asks, voice still as sweet and rich as 
honey. He only hesitates for a second before nodding. “You finally had an 
honest conversation with your father, Percy. More than it being about me 
and about us, you talked about yourself. You tried to make him understand 
you. You told him everything you’ve been holding back. Didn’t it feel good, 
undemeath it all?” 


Percy takes a deep breath, looking down at his half-eaten pancakes, 
drowning in a puddle of honey and chocolate syrup. He feels bad for them. 
“A little bit.” 


“A little bit,” Apollo repeats, but Percy doesn’t meet his eyes. He continues. 
“That’s a start. I know looking at the bright sight sounds... well, not useful, 
but sometimes it is. I can’t give you the key to making all better, Percy, but 
gods, I wish I could. If what you want is to stay awake until midnight, then 
that’s okay. We can do that. But you have to stay with me, mentally.” 


“But what if—” Percy cuts himself off, feeling the knot in his throat choke 
him. The need to let out tears comes back, but he pushes it down just 
enough to speak, glancing up at him. “What if I can’t? What if I slip away 
anyways?” 


“Then I?ll be here,” Apollo shrugs, like it’s an easy answer. Perhaps for him 
it is. “I’ll protect you even from yourself if I need to, Percy. If you offer me 
your consent. If you allow me to help you at all.” 


Percy thinks of Nico, encouraging him to talk to Mr. D when all the other 
options failed. How he’d explained that sometimes you need to give in and 
stop fighting if you want any of it to work. The only issue; Percy’s never 
been good at giving up. He’s never been good at taking things lightly. As 
much as his fatal flaw is loyalty, Percy’s always thought that Athena got it 
wrong in some parts, because his anger often makes him more rash, quick 
to lash out like he did when Nico took him to Hades instead of letting him 
bathe in the Styx, like he did when he wanted to destroy Kronos and Akhlys 
and Gaea. 


He remembers the bitterness he felt, the despair and anger, when Rachel 
told him that he wasn’t the hero. Staring down at Luke Castellan’s face and 
realizing he had to let him do it, that he couldn’t take that moment away 
from him. And then much, much later, having to let Annabeth go on that 
quest alone, only to hold on to her hand while hanging from that cliff 
because he couldn't stand it. He couldn't let that happen to her, he had to 
make that sacrifice and no one could keep him from it, they had to be the 
ones to fulfill that part of the prophecy. They’re some of the hardest things 


he’s ever had to make choices on, and he would do it again, but the 
consequences for his soul have been severe and heartbreaking. 


Gods, he’s needed to give in for years. To let go of his sense of self- 
preservation and allow someone to look in and offer him something as 
simple as a helping hand. And instead of shutting himself up, instead of 
baring his teeth at it, letting it approach. Letting it do its thing, not any 
different from the way medicine works through the body and helps it pull 
itself back together. 


“Okay,” he nods, lets the word out with a breath and relaxes his back, his 
shoulders. Slumping as he gives in. And despite his natural need to recoil 
from it, he finds what Apollo was talking about; a couple seconds of silence 
stretching into relief that feels palpable in the air. He swallows. “Yeah, 
okay. You... you’re allowing me to trust you, too. And you said I 
shouldn’t.” 


Apollo lets out a short laugh, then kisses his knuckles again. “I think we 
both know I’m a hypocrite. Be careful, Percy. You might just make me give 
in to you, as well. Then you’ll never get rid of me.” 


The smile that breaks out from his lips feels a little too much like himself: 
messy, slow, too lovesick, too sad. The way Apollo looks at it like it’s the 
most beautiful thing he’s seen in his four-thousand years makes him feel 
good about it. 


“That’s my New Year’s resolution,” Percy confesses, to which Apollo raises 
his eyebrows. “If you still want me when the clock turns, that is.” 


Soft eyes, a breathtaking smile. “Of course. How could I not?” 


A few ideas come to mind, but Percy doesn’t feel like giving them a voice. 
Instead, he stands up, recovering his hand from where it’s being held 
captive, shaking his head. “Dishes. Then you can try keeping me grounded 
for the next... hm, five hours?” 


“Five hours,” Apollo hums, tilting his head. He looks him up and down, 
considering him, and Percy’s mind goes straight into the gutter because he’s 


twenty-one and Apollo’s amazing and he’s such a sucker. Perhaps literally. 
Five hours is a long time— “That’s not a lot, but I can... figure something 
out.” 


Oh. Alright. Well. Seems he should... up his standards. “You’re the boss.” 


Not full two hours later, Percy heavily regrets saying that. He thought 
Apollo would sweep him off his feet, kiss him silly, and slowly take him 
apart in a feat of homoerotism worthy of the strangest movies—Call Me By 
Your Name was very confusing for him, to be honest, mostly because he 
watched it in Italian without subtitles at around two a.m.; don’t ask him 
how he ended up there, he doesn’t know either—but instead Apollo reveals 
his back-up plan regarding his Christmas-slash-Saturnalia gift, holding up a 
book set of the Fifty Shades of Grey trilogy. 


“Oh, fuck no,” he’d told him, horrified. “I’ve been avoiding those. Mom 
hates them. She sold them on Ebay for like a dollar, that’s how little she 
enjoyed it.” 


“We can use this as a learning experience!” Apollo insisted, pulling him to 
the couch, not leaving any room for argument. Not that Percy was resisting 
a lot; he let him drag him and willingly sat on his lap, scrunching up his 
nose as he opened the first book and cleared his throat. “We’re never doing 
any of this. Ever. I mean, I could tie you up—” 


“You could do that now, actually, please, anything but this—” 


“—_but you’re about to see some messed up shit,” Apollo chuckled, with a 
twinkle to his eye that Percy usually likes under a very different context. 
“This will surely keep you on the edge of your seat. You’II see.” 


“You could be edging me instead,” Percy tried, but it fell on deaf ears as 
Apollo started reading the first chapter out loud. “Fuck.” 


It was probably worse than having to drink from that fire river thing in 
Tartarus. By chapter five he’s begging for him to stop, but Apollo just keeps 
going and going, and by the first sex scene he reaches out, grabs the book, 
and looks at the pages himself. 


“You aren’t making this shit up?” He asks, flipping through the pages, 
ignoring how Apollo protests that he lost their position. “How many times 
is she gonna say holy cow? Did Hera write this?” 


“T’m not disclosing that,” Apollo takes the book from him, and considers it, 
humming. “I guess we can skip right to the contract...” 


The contract is horrible. Ana Steele’s internal goddess takes up his number 
one spot of gods he needs to fight, with urgency, and eventually his ADHD 
wins over and makes him space out for about twenty-minutes, thinking 
about where that goddess would be on a power scale. When he comes back 
online, Apollo’s dramatizing the characters’ moaning in a high-pitched 
voice that makes him wonder why he puts up with him. 


But Apollo looks at him, looking like he’s having the time of his life, and 
Percy realizes he knows why, and gives in to this, too. Fuck. Whatever, it’s 
just a book. Out of three. Even if it’s so bad it’s funny and simultaneously 
hurts his brain. Thank fucking Zeus—this is how you know he’s fallen low 
—that while Apollo is a fast reader, he’s also very considerate of the fact 
that Percy can’t stay still for more than five to ten minutes straight, and 
constantly accommodates for space without missing a beat, letting him get 
comfortable in whatever way he needs it. 


As a result, Apollo’s in the middle of describing the protagonist being 
unbelievably shocked the weirdo she’s dating stole her panties when he 
blessedly falls asleep. As if to make up for this hell, he has a rather familiar 
dream: beach sand, a hot body, and lips on his neck. He has no idea what it 
means and each time he has it it’s fuzzier than the last, but he doesn’t 
complain. He feels safe in that dream. Light. Like he’s finally at peace with 
all the pieces of himself he’ll never recover, and the ones that haven’t 
healed. 


He wakes up in his room— or more like, Apollo wakes him up, shaking his 
shoulder softly, earning a grunt before Percy even realizes what’s going on. 
Eyes adjusting to the lack of light, save for the moonlace on his windowsill 
and the general light pollution of living in New York, he registers Apollo’s 
soft smile, and also the fact that he’s shirtless. Priorities, right there. 


“Sleep well?” He asks, and Percy nods, sighing, burrowing himself closer 
to him. They’re lying on their sides and he has his arms around him, like he 
was hugging him in his sleep. He’s so comfortable, he wants to go right 
back to it. “Hm, my plan worked.” 


Percy groans. “You seriously read that awful book to me just to make me 
fall asleep?” 


“T was mostly hoping to entertain you, tell you some trivia afterwards, but I 
knew it was a possibility. You looked tired,” Apollo runs his hand up and 
down his back, dropping a kiss on his forehead. “Did you know that series 
was originally Twilight fanfiction?” 


“Don’t ruin Twilight for me,” Percy snorts. “I don’t like it but, fuck, the 
memes are good.” 


Apollo’s laughter feels like a balm to his soul, and Percy’s just in awe. 
Gods. This man, that is not a man, that acts like one. He hopes he gets to 
keep him, at least just a little longer. He’d even politely ask the Three Fates 
for it, if necessary, and he admits that would be quite the feat. 


“There’s still half an hour left,” Apollo says, and Percy considers it for a 
second before deciding to turn and face the window. There won’t be that 
many fireworks this year, because of the storm, but he can pretend for a 
second, just a blissful second, that that is alright. New York can go one year 
without all that fanfare, without the massive amounts of people gathering at 
Times Square, though he’s sure some people will show up anyways. This 
place is crazy. “I thought you’d want to be awake.” 


“Thank you,” Percy sighs again. He still feels sleepy, only mostly awake 
instead of fully, but this is nice. Being held like this, Apollo’s chin tucked 
over his shoulder, his lips occasionally kissing his neck and his cheek... it 
loosens him up until he has to wonder what all his stress was about earlier, 
but he knows this pocket of peace is temporary. He knows it’ll get hard 
again, when everything goes back to normal. So he should enjoy it. “You 
know, I’ve always wondered, now that we’re here... Do you just see the 
future all the time?” 


“You’re not the first to ask that,” Apollo hums, but it's not dismissive. “You 
might just be the first one I’ll actually give a straight answer to, though. 
Consider yourself lucky.” 


“T sure am special,” Percy mumbles, which gets him a chuckle buried 
against his neck. “So? How does it work?” 


“As you know, I'm master of almost all forms of divination and prophecy, 
but those two aren't one and the same. In the case of prophecies... let's say 
it comes to me like music," Apollo starts, picking his words out carefully. 
Percy can easily imagine that this is not something that can just be put into 
simple words and concepts, but he appreciates him trying. “But I'm not the 
main songwriter. If anything, I'm the co-writer, the producer, the distributor. 
The Moirai have the main idea and themes, I just help them put it into 
words— when that power is invoked upon or needed, that is. While there 
are a lot of prophecies, they aren't just up for the taking or giving. It is my 
job to punish those who are blessed with divination and who put that power 
into words or speech, since it could interfere with the natural course of 
destiny that the Three Fates spend their days weaving.” 


“So what you're saying is you wrote those awful prophecies for Rachel to 
blurt out?” Percy asks, frowning, which gets him a full laugh. “I'm serious, 
dude.” 


“Mostly, yes,” Apollo snorts. “I admit those aren't my best work. But by 
this point in history, Percy, I don't have to sit down and write them. The 
Oracles, the ones that are left... Well, let's just say that cosmic power 
knows its patron. I'm the connection between them and those wrinkly 
ladies, the filter so that the Oracles aren’t deceived or overwhelmed, though 
they're surely not shy about skipping me and going right for them when it’s 
needed. The Grove of Dodona had no business mentioning bananas—” 


“That sounds just like you—” 


“I'm going to ignore that, thank you, darling,” Apollo tries to sound 
offended, but his amusement leaks through, bringing a smile to Percy's lips. 
“Divination is different. It means willingly reaching for those pesky strings 
of fate to get a read, often through another medium. Say, the way augurs 


sacrifice something to me, tarot reading, most definitely not fortune cookies, 
those are placebos. I'm sure you're familiar with the way satyrs try to read 
the future, and Athena was quite fond of using pebbles back in the day. 
Some people stare into a bowl and project their souls out in an astral trance 
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“Jesus Christ,” Percy can't resist letting out, keeping down a snort. “That's 
all so annoying. What about visions?” 


“Complicated,” Apollo sighs, and some of his relaxation seems to turn into 
tension, his tone changing. “It isn't meant to happen naturally. When it does, 
it's much like Rachel and Herophile... they're meant to be Oracles. Or else 
they could go mad, much like May Castellan did. And some people have a 
natural affinity for divination and prophecy. They're my singers, potential 
priests and priestesses that would be able to interpret my prophecies better 
than anyone else. But my cult of worship doesn't quite exist like that 
anymore, so when they're born... It's problematic. Mortals often want to 
change the horrors they get glimpses of, if left uneducated by others like 
themselves, or by me. I had a child, not that long ago...” 


The way he drifts off gives away the weight of a story, and Percy swallows. 
Thalia had once mentioned something, about how she got Aegis, but he 
doesn't quite remember the story because, true to her nature, she'd refrained 
from giving away too much. 


“Do you regret punishing them? Like you did Cassandra?” Percy wonders 
out loud, because he can't really keep it in. “It's... it's alright if you don't 
want to talk about it. I'm not judging you for it.” 


Apollo sighs, a deep sound, his breath brushing against his skin. “It's... it's 
my job. Cassandra retracted herself and that couldn't go unpunished back 
then. My son, Hal... all he did was save a girl's life, but that means 
changing Fate. Zeus would've done worse, but I can be so cruel. I regret 
indulging myself in that cruelty so much. I could've been kinder. There are 
so many, Perseus, their faces inevitably blur, and perhaps that's the worst 
thing about it. I can't even be sure that Georgina is my child, and she's 
probably better off without having her talents connected to my failures.” 


Apollo's words drip with centuries old pain, regret, loss, brought into light 
by his very human, very impossibly bleeding heart. So softened into feeling 
by his brief period of mortality. It breaks Percy's heart, because he knows 
this is something he can’t help him with. He won't have enough time in his 
comparably short, mortal life for it. But gods, he can still try. It's the bare 
minimum he can do; hold his heart in his hands and soothe it like it 
probably hasn't been in a long, long time. 


And that puts a lot into perspective, about the way Apollo wants to help 
him. How is it any different? They both have their weak points, their regrets 
and insecurities and sources of unhappiness. With every new second they 
spend together, Percy feels like they understand each other better and better. 
Like they could truly be equals. Like they really have a future together. It 
gives him hope and that’s a new kind of terror, but one he’s willing to face. 


“We could help them,” he says, a reckless thought in its entirety, and the 
way Apollo presses a smile against his neck says he thinks the same. But 
gods, does he mean it. “Maybe you could get your cult back, or whatever. 
Pay them a living wage to be Rachel's priestesses and priests, I guess. 
Sounds like a power move to me.” 


Apollo shakes his head, but Percy can tell he's still smiling. “Oh, don't give 
me such hope. You'd be the first on the list, Perseus Jackson.” 


Percy sputters. “Excuse me?” 


“Oh, you think all demigods get the same amount of prophetic dreams? 
Sure, the ones that will be involved in quests will get some, but your 
internal voice has always been so loud...” Apollo drifts off, and Percy feels 
him shrug. “Why did you think I stared so hard at you when we met? I 
knew you'd be involved in the quest to save my sister, that you’d be the 
prophecy child, and that you'd bully my poor Oracle—” 


“Oh, come on, she was just rude, and then I had to hoist her upstairs—” 
“but beyond that, you just... have some talent in that head of yours. 


You'd make a wonderful priest,” Apollo pauses, humming. “Now, as to 
why? There's no telling. These things are random, most of the time. There's 


not a drop of me in your bloodline for sure. Nor in Rachel's, for that matter. 
Your father dwelled in prophecy before I was born, but maybe the Moirai 
just decided to give you an advantage, beyond that. Two Great Prophecies is 
no small feat.” 


Percy turns on the bed to look at him, frowning. “You sound way too 
relaxed for someone that just admitted to being the reason for my shitty-ass 
dreams, you absolute fucker.” 


Apollo's laugh, loud and unapologetic in the darkness of his room, is 
probably the best thing he's ever heard in his life, even better than his 
singing. He can't stay mad at him, or even pretend to be. “I assure you, 
Percy, I'm deeply sorry about those. I had my fair share of them while I was 
questing. Awful stuff, with no filter for the kiddie pool that is a mortal 
brain, full-on seizures. And, well, there's also the fact that prophetic dreams 
are kind of in a grey area and you can't blame just one innocent little god 
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“Shut up, there's nothing little about you,” Percy snorts. Then he thinks 
about that sentence, watching as Apollo presses his lips together into a line, 
trying not to laugh. He sighs and rolls his eyes. “Your big dick isn't 
everything, you know.” 


Apollo cracks up, which is just a wonderful thing to witness. “You really 
just blindly went for that one—” 


“Are you five?” Percy protests, but then Apollo pulls him in for a kiss and 
really, what's he gonna do? Pull back? Over his dead fucking body. He 
shakes his head between kisses. “You're awful.” 


“I'm picturing you in traditional priest garments right now,” Apollo presses 
a kiss against his neck, while Percy blushes bright red. “Most of the time 
my priests and priestesses dedicated their lives to the craft. Some had 
families to carry on with my cult, and others, well...” 


“Let me guess,” Percy sighs. “You fucked them.” 


“T'm prolific, but these days, people call it being a slut,” Apollo leans back 
to wiggle his eyebrows. “I'm alright with that.” 


“T'm so glad you can't give me a STD,” Percy snorts, then frowns again. 
“You can't, right?” 


“Of course I can't,” Apollo rolls his eyes like this is obvious, but hey, he's 
still not sure how this whole demigod DNA thing works and studying 
biology hasn't really given him an answer, so it's really something he just 
has to take for granted. Gods are wacky. “Hm, I must say, for all my hocus- 
pocus divination and prophecies, I never foresaw you.” 


Percy blinks up at him, then averts his eyes at the admiration in them. It's so 
different from the way other people admire him, so intimate. He wonders if 
he looks similar to that at all, when he looks at Apollo. “Did you ever 
foresee us?” 


Apollo lets out a deep breath, but his eyes never change. If anything, Percy 
feels bare under their attention. “No. No, I didn't. And I could try and skip 
to the end, Percy, abuse my power a little bit, but I spent so much of my 
time as a mortal looking towards the end of my quest, I regretted not 
enjoying it a little more when I finally got there. I want to... enjoy every 
second of your life that you give, Percy. Each breath and heartbeat.” 


“Not fair,” Percy forces out, swallowing a newly formed knot in his throat. 
But he's smiling. “I didn't think it was possible to cry just because 
someone's being sweet. How dare you?” 


“Stupidly so,” Apollo winks at him, hand coming up to trace the bridge of 
his nose. He sighs. “I envy mortals so much, lately. They get to have you.” 


“No,” Percy mumbles back, shaking his head, and then leans in for a kiss. 
It's so short, so brief, but it feels like it lasts an eternity. “No, you get to 
have me. I won't let you forget.” 


The look in Apollo's eyes of sheer heartache and love would be enough to 
break a weaker man, and Percy's weak. He considers himself weak. But he's 
never cowered before love like this, love that feels true and bright and real 


and like breathing is just a little easier every time he recalls it, and he’s not 
about to start now. So he leans in again and kisses him, arms coming to 
wrap around his shoulders and pull him in, on top of him, wanting him as 
close as possible, and feeling his skin with his fingers. 


Percy doesn't think he's ever had a make-out session that leaves him feeling 
both physically and emotionally overwhelmed, at least not like this, like he 
could very well just... rest. Rest here, forever. Lay all his issues down and 
relive this moment for eternity. Bathe in this intimacy until his head is 
underwater and never drowning. The thought that he's holding the sun 
against him is baffling, even though he's well aware of it, and he can't help 
but be glad for making a few stupid mistakes, saying a couple of dumb lies, 
so he could end up here. He must have some good karma left. 


“Ah, how convenient,” Apollo whispers, his chest rising up and down and 
his lips red. Percy stares and doesn't resist bringing his hand up, pressing 
his fingers against them. Apollo personally kisses each and every single one 
before he speaks. “It seems we missed the New Year countdown, Percy.” 


He blinks. “Oh. I— well, at least I got that kiss I wanted.” 


Apollo smiles, so easy, so giddy. Percy wants to bottle that smile and drown 
himself in it. “How romantic. Gods, you're the sweetest, most dangerous 
thing I've ever seen. I'm hopelessly obsessed.” 


“T'll take the fact that you just called me a thing as a compliment,” Percy 
rolls his eyes, but his smile is so big it hurts. “But that'd make two of us, 
Apollo. We're so... we're a lot. But I kind of like that.” 


“You know what they say,” he leans back down, dropping a kiss on his 
forehead. “Misery loves company, don't you think?” 


“It stops being misery, once it gets it,’ Percy points out. “It turns into 
something nicer.” 


“Something nicer,” Apollo repeats under his breath, looking like he knows 
exactly what Percy's avoiding saying, or even thinking. But that's alright. 
These are things that need to be worked up to. Time is a blessing, even if 


his life means it doesn't give them a lot of it. “Something beautiful and 
kind. Something bright.” 


Percy runs his eyes over his face, and then closes his eyes. “Something we 
want.” 


Apollo settles in, hugging his middle, turning on his back, and Percy buries 
his face against his neck. Silence reigns, comfortable and intimate. And 
only when Percy starts falling asleep does Apollo speak, in a whisper he 
almost misses. 


“Perhaps... something we deserve.” 


25. Chapter 25 


Notes for the Chapter: 


right so this is late. i directly blame the weather. power outages? no 
good. i have a headache from hell. 


not gonna lie guys this is all porn. i think we all deserved some smut 
after all that. plot will be back next chapter do not fear. please enjoy <3 


Per the weather report, the storm is set to start subsiding by the late 
afternoon, which means the sky will probably be clear come tomorrow 
morning or by midday. After speaking to mom on the phone, they agreed it 
would be best that they fully wait it out, for the sake of safety. The last 
thing Percy needs is an accident, and mom agreed rather vigorously. 


Which means they'll be alone the whole day. As a result, Apollo decides 
that it’s only fair, now they’re definitely not continuing on with those 
bottom of the barrel trashy books, to waste the morning and their brain cells 
watching the 50 Shades of Grey movie adaptations instead. 


“This is genuinely the worst New Year’s Day I’ve ever had,” Percy 
comments, chewing his cereal, though he doesn't mean it. He's with Apollo, 
after all. The only way it could get better is having his family here. Percy's 
barely done swallowing before he’s taking another bite, this time paired 
with milk. “Do ‘yo thin’ I can pu’ coffee on t'is?” 


“What, cereal with coffee instead of milk?” Apollo asks, squinting at the 
TV. He’s been staring at the main actor in confusion for a while, frowning. 
Percy nods, reaching out for his cup of coffee, except Apollo intercepts his 
wrist. “Swallow first, I’d hate to do a Heimlich on you right now. And no, I 
don’t recommend pouring black coffee into your cereal instead of milk. You 
might as well just get eight espresso shots at Starbucks and call it a day.” 


“Boomer,” Percy mutters, and Apollo playfully digs his elbow into his side, 
chuckling, but his eyes stay trained on the screen. “I know the guy’s hot but 
I’m right here. You know, your boyfriend—” 


“I’m pretty sure Jamie Dornan is one of Dionysus’ brats,” Apollo interrupts, 
which makes Percy choke on his coffee, almost spilling it all over himself. 
Apollo takes the cup from his hand, then pats his back, helping him get air 
back into his lungs. “You can be rest assured I wasn’t checking him out, I 
was just trying to figure out why the sight of him made me want to punch 
something.” 


“T thought Mr. D doesn't really have that many kids with mortals,” Percy 
wheezes out, sniffling, and Apollo pulls the sleeve of his sweater—another 
horrible Christmas one that almost made him regret opening his eyes this 
morning—over his fingers, reaching out to wipe his nose and chin like he’s 
a kid. Percy glares at him, blushing. “I can clean myself up.” 


“That’s a very kind thank you, Percy,” Apollo flashes him a smile, then 
winks, just in time for a spank to echo from the TV, followed by dialogue 
that he doesn’t care to process but is probably meant to be sexy. Percy 
immediately bursts out laughing, to which Apollo pouts. “I have a feeling 
you’re not enjoying this as much as I had hoped.” 


“T don’t have an attention span. It’s either zero or a hundred,” Percy shrugs, 
glancing at the screen. Now the girl is getting blindfolded. Great. “Not that 
this is particularly stimulating, to be honest. I’d rather watch actual porn.” 


“Or gossip,” Apollo suggests, and Percy sends him a look out of the corner 
of his eye. Apollo shrugs. “Dionysus always has a few kids alive at a time. 
He’s committed to his wife, of course, more so than almost every god I 
know, but his demigods aren’t always the result of a relationship, or... 
cheating. Exceptions are made, if you know what I’m getting at.” 


Percy blinks. “You did not just tell me Mr. D has threesomes with his wife 
and some unsuspecting mortal.” 


Apollo snorts, covering his mouth with his hand. “I mean, so does 
everyone? You think Aphrodite doesn’t have tactics to get her boytoy and 
her husband to get along?” 


“What the fuck, dude,” Percy shakes his head. Then he thinks that sentence 
over again. “Wait, what? Seriously? I thought—” 


“Yeah, it’s not that simple,” Apollo sighs, and Percy sets his empty cereal 
bowl on the coffee table. Almost instantly, Apollo sprawls himself all over 
him, laying down on his back to rest his head on Percy’s lap and look up at 
him. For his part, the sudden gesture leaves Percy flustered and speechless, 
but eventually he just digs his hands into his hair, which earns him a happy 
grin. “I could tell you so much juicy stuff. You’d have the scoop on all of 
them.” 


“T feel like you’re offering me power,” Percy points out, raising an eyebrow. 
“For the first time in my life, I’m tempted to take it. You got any dirt on 
Triton? I’m trying to get back at him for telling all the sharks in Atlantis 
that I’m always available for cuddles. And I love petting sharks, but not a 
dozen at once, headbutting me, and asking me to help them get their loose 
teeth out.” 


“Sea people are weird,” Apollo mumbles, and they both laugh. It’s such an 
interesting sound, both of them laughing together, how each of them has 
completely different approaches; where Percy’s laugh is mostly in his 
throat, trying to keep it low, Apollo’s is a clear, bright sound, what could be 
expected from someone that knows they sound good. “I’ll tell you all about 
it later. 1 was wondering if you know what your mother’s favorite wine is, 
‘cause I might, you know, give her a little something—” 


Percy huffs out a short laugh. “If that’s your plan to butter her up to get her 
to like you more and approve of you, I’ll even tell you her favorite store to 
get it from.” 


“Tt’s not really about making your mom sweet on me on that front,” Apollo 
confesses, pausing. He thinks his next words out very carefully. “It’s just... 
I was wondering if it was possible for me to borrow some of your time 
during spring break, and I might have to, ah, get in her good graces in order 
for that to even work.” 


“Oh,” Percy breathes out, mouth dropping open, but he forces it shut. Okay, 
that’s... not what he expected, but he’s not complaining. “I... to do what?” 


Apollo swallows, visibly nervous. He mumbles so much, Percy barely 
catches what he says. “Oh, you know, Artemis and Leto and I just... have a 


little family vacation. Thought it would be fun for you to tag along. If you 
want to.” 


“Holy shit,” Percy blurts out, catching Apollo’s cheeks reddening. It’s such 
a charming sight, and the idea that this ancient god is blushing and nervous 
about inviting his boyfriend out on a family trip to meet his mother is 
hilarious, adorable, and sad, in the sense that it’s probably the result of 
having never done it before. Gods. “Fuck, I’m so lucky.” 


“Is that a yes?” Apollo asks, like he needs to, and Percy snorts, nodding, 
biting his lip. “Oh, thank the gods, I don’t know what I would’ve done if 
you’d said no—” 


“Come up here,” Percy shakes his head, smiling, and Apollo sits up fast, 
leaning in to kiss him, sweet and fast but still so good it hurts. Tangling his 
hands in his hair again, Percy pulls him in, kissing him some more. “As if I 
could say no. You’re ridiculous.” 


“And you're terrifying,” Apollo sighs against his lips, pressing ever closer; 
Percy shifts to open his legs, laying back against the armrest, letting Apollo 
get comfortable between them as the kisses drift to his jaw and his neck. “In 
a good way, of course. I think you know what I mean.” 


“T think I do. You're terrifying too,” Percy nods, shivering at the brush of 
Apollo’s breath against his skin. “I’m meeting Asclepius soon, as well. 
You’re just going to introduce me to your whole family?” 


“You’ve introduced me to yours,” Apollo points out, meeting his eyes. He 
looks so happy it hurts. “It’s only fair.” 


Breath catching, Percy brushes his thumbs over Apollo’s lips, his nose, his 
cheeks and jaw. Fuck. “They’re all a lot to handle, just like you, aren’t 
they?” 


Apollo laughs, softer than before, but still warm, still bright. “A little bit, 
maybe. And Artemis... might not be thrilled. But she likes you too much to 
be obnoxious.” 


“That’s really reassuring,” Percy rolls his eyes, but he doesn’t mean the 
sarcasm. “I hope this whole... thing with Poseidon is just, you know. Done 
with, by that point.” 


Apollo frowns, but it seems to be directed at the mere mention of his father, 
rather than at Percy. “He’d be a fool to put his foot in his mouth again. 
What I’m wondering, Percy, if it’s... well, how much you’re telling your 
mother, to be frank.” 


Hesitating, Percy closes his eyes, letting out a sigh. “I feel like I should tell 
her everything, for once. But it’s just... how do I just confess to all of it?” 


“Step by step,” Apollo says, and Percy feels the press of his lips against his 
forehead. “Your mother is a smart, observant woman, Percy. She’s probably 
noticed more than she let on, and understands that she has to keep up with 
your pace, not the other way around. When you’re ready to start, she’ll be 
there for you. I can guarantee it.” 


Gods, hearing that makes him feel so much better. It's something he already 
knows, of course, something he's always kept in mind, but the validation of 
hearing it be said out loud brings such relief that most of his worry 
vanishes, letting him relax again. 


“You're unironically good at pep-talks,” Percy says, offering him a smile. 
Apollo returns it, slow and sweet. He's never been more obsessed. “Thank 
you. You... you have no idea how much better that made me feel.” 


“T can see some change,” Apollo shrugs, playful, and leans in for yet 
another kiss. Percy hopes they never run out of them. “Good change. You 
were always going to end up here, Percy. I'm only doing my best to help 
you get through it. You're putting in the work.” 


Percy sighs. “Just take a compliment, honey.” 
Apollo's eyes widen, and his smile becomes blinding. “Oh, I like that one!” 


“Too bad, that's the last time I'll say it—” 


“You're so mean.” 


They end up cuddling, still watching 50 Shades of Grey. His attention span 
is working today and he starts noticing plot details, which he instantly 
regrets because seriously, maybe not all popular mom porn should be 
translated into film, because then you have to face how ridiculous 
everything is. 


He ends up sprawled on top of Apollo, for once, using him as a straight-up 
pillow, practically purring with how he keeps running his hands through his 
hair, and digging his fingers into his shoulders and back to massage some 
knots out. He could almost fall right back asleep if he wasn't suddenly 
invested in whether or not those actors really thought it worthy to have this 
piece of media on their portfolios and curriculums. 


By the time the credits roll, he's a little stiff from laying in the same 
position, so he sits up, straddling Apollo's lap. 


“We're not watching the next one,” he mumbles, rotating his neck to make it 
crack. Apollo winces, but nevertheless he seems amused. “That was enough 
for like, a whole year.” 


“T suppose we could make it a New Year's Day tradition,” Apollo suggests, 
trying to be casual, but there it is again. That little blush. Percy is genuinely 
moved by it. “If you want to.” 


Percy sighs, leaning down to kiss him. “I very much want to.” 


A smile, and then he's sitting back up, stretching his arms out upwards and 
back. He feels the weight of his body bear down on Apollo's but figures he 
doesn't mind, and the way some bones pop as he arches his back is so 
satisfying that he can't help letting out a moan, feeling a lot less stiff and 
ready to continue cuddling. 


He meets Apollo's gaze and finds narrowed eyes. Percy blinks. “What?" 


Instead of answering, Apollo sits up, hands under his thighs, bringing him 
in. Percy realizes with a blush that his ass is flush with his crotch, and now 


his thighs are all but around his waist. Uh. Still confusing, if kinda hot, 
because Apollo doesn't look too happy. 


“You,” Apollo starts, trying to keep his voice casual, but the look in his eyes 
gives it away. “Are unbelievable, in the best way possible.” 


Percy swallows. “I don't know what I did.” 


“And you don't need to,” Apollo chuckles, laying a kiss over the skin of his 
jaw, playfully biting at it. “You'd weaponize it.” 


“T would not,” Percy protests, but it comes out a lot less confident than he 
intends, because Apollo squeezes his thighs and presses him even closer 
against him. He's instantly blushing darker, even though he's already used to 
this. “Have some faith in me.” 


“T have all my faith in you,” Apollo says, making eye contact. Completely 
shattering Percy's expectations to what his answer would be. Gods. He's 
good at making him lose his breath, in more ways than one. “Was there 
anything else you wanted to do today?” 


“You say that as if watching that movie was my idea,” Percy rolls his eyes, 
but Apollo only offers a sheepish smile. “No, I can't think of anything. 
Maybe we could just settle for a Disney marathon.” 


“That seems like a wonderful idea,” Apollo hums. “Can we go to your 
room, though? As comfortable as this couch is, it's starting to feel small.” 


Percy snorts, but untangles himself from Apollo and stands up, back to 
Apollo as he stretches some more. He bends down to touch the ground, 
pressing the palms of his hands against it and hoping to get some circulation 
going after being still for so long. Apollo audibly makes a choking sound 
that has him snapping upwards so fast, he almost falls backwards. 


“Wha?” He blurts out, almost biting his tongue, turing to look at him. 
Apollo doesn't look back, intensely focused on a lower point of his body; 
Percy follows his gaze and finds it on his ass. “Dude. You've seen it 
enough. Naked. You've shoved your tongue and fingers up there—” 


“You terribly underestimate the power of your assets,” Apollo somehow 
manages to say that with a straight face, but Percy cracks up. Apollo looks 
up at him with a frown. “I'm serious!” 


“Sure thing, ass man,” Percy pats his shoulder, laughing as Apollo pouts. 
“Come on, maybe I'll even let you touch it if you go back to cuddling me.” 


Apollo stares straight ahead for a moment, as if actually considering the 
pros and cons of that offer. After a few seconds, he goes ‘ah, fuck it’ and 
stands up, immediately pulling Percy in and kissing him. 


It starts off innocent. Slow and tender, the kind of kiss that sears itself into 
your memories. And then Apollo bites his bottom lip and sets his hands on 
his ass, bringing him closer, and Percy's heartbeat starts rabbiting. He slips 
his tongue into his mouth like there's no other way this could go, and a rush 
of desire goes through Percy's body, sudden and quick and leaving him 
feeling hot, already starting to sweat. It doesn't help that Apollo's so hot to 
the touch, like always, warming him up from the inside out. 


A hand tangles itself in his hair, tugging his head back so Apollo can have a 
good angle to trail kisses down his neck, hot and wet. Percy sets his hands 
on Apollo's waist, squeezing, tugging him as if they could get any closer 
than they already are without becoming one. 


“Bring your leg up,” Apollo mumbles against his skin, sliding the hand that 
remains on his ass down to his thigh, gripping tightly. Percy swallows but 
obeys, lifting that leg and hooking it around his waist. Apollo lets go of his 
hair, and pulls back from his neck to look at him in the eye, a heat to his 
gaze that makes all of this feel different from usual. “Jump up, baby.” 


Gods, that has no business being so insanely attractive, but Percy decides 
not to think about it, bringing his arms up to warp around Apollo's neck 
before taking an impulse on his leg to jump and hook it around his waist. 
Apollo doesn't even stumble, prepared as he was, immediately grabbing that 
leg with his free hand to give him support. Percy stares at him, breathing 
harder than warranted, but Apollo still doesn't say anything. 


Instead, he kisses him again, entirely too comfortable with their current 
position, taking his time— but Percy's impatient, sometimes, and it's not 
long before he's burying his hands in Apollo's hair, kissing him like he 
needs it in order to breathe, and sighing against his lips. 


“Don't just stand here,” he says, kissing him again when Apollo opens his 
mouth, lips against his and then his jaw, until they're right next to his ear. 
He speaks into it. “Let's get in bed, please. I want you.” 


Apollo lets out a breath. “I wasn't sure you'd be in the mood.” 


“T am now,” Percy pulls back to look at him, bites his lip for a second 
before running his hands over Apollo's shoulders, his neck, brushing his 
fingers over his lips and freckles and the strangely noble line of his brow 
and jaw, like some lost ancient prince. “I feel safe with you. It was never off 
the table.” 


“J don't want you to develop any more bad habits, is all,” Apollo closes his 
eyes for a brief second, with a pained expression. “I never thought anyone 
would say that to me.” 


Percy laughs, soft and muted. “That makes me really sad, you know. You 
deserve it.” 


“Debatable,” Apollo admits, which is better than straight up denial. Percy 
might just be getting somewhere. “So, I'm free to pursue this?” 


He follows that by squeezing his thighs, digging his fingers in. Percy's 
breath catches. “Please do, gods. This has nothing to do with anything. I 
just think you're really hot and would like to get railed now, thanks. I would 
appreciate it.” 


“Tf I didn't know any better, Percy,” Apollo starts, smiling, eyebrows raised. 
“T'd say you only want me for my dick.” 


“It's a big enough reason,” Percy shoots back, which immediately makes 
Apollo crack with a laugh. “Pretty efficient at its job.” 


“Its job, holy shit,” Apollo snorts. “You're a menace.” 


Then, he starts walking towards his bedroom, entirely too focused, so Percy 
does his best to press his body up against his, pulling at his hair with his 
hands, pressing his lips against his neck and then trying to catch his mouth. 
The distraction works, because Apollo gets back at him by pressing him 
against the hallway wall, right next to his bedroom door, and kissing him 
until his body gets fully invested. Shivers and goosebumps take over, and 
his dick reports for participation. He almost chokes when Apollo grinds his 
hips into him, barely holding back a moan. 


“Gods, to take you right here,” Apollo mumbles, breathless. Percy keeps his 
eyes closed, because he can already feel the intensity of his gaze on his 
skin. If he actually looks at him, he might say something embarrassing, or 
spontaneously combust. “It would simply be delicious. But I'm a 
gentleman, sometimes, and you deserve the full treatment. Maybe another 
time.” 


Percy swallows. “Uh, does that, does that mean we're, you know, doing it, 
like—” 


“Anal, Perseus,” Apollo sounds amused, but all Percy does is blush. Oh, 
gods. That's— oh, gods. Fuck yeah. “If you want to, that is. I very much 
feel like I can safely do you without remorse for your fragile, inexperienced 
mind by now.” 


“Low blow,” Percy snorts, then opens his eyes and looks at him, arching his 
back off the wall, pouting his lips just-so because, yeah, alright, he's not 
above some backhanded tactics to get what he wants. His horniness is 
winning over his embarrassment, so he even verbalizes it. “Please, fuck 
me? Pretty please?” 


Apollo groans, long-suffering but clearly satisfied. “Good boy, Percy.” 


He steps back from the wall so fast that Percy has a split-second of panic, 
but that's quickly forgotten as Apollo nudges his bedroom door fully open 
with his foot, going inside and walking straight towards the bed. There's a 
frantic energy to it that Percy meets with eagerness; he slips his hands 


underneath Apollo's sweater as he's laid down, as Apollo makes himself at 
home between his thighs, and manages to take it off him and toss it in the 
general direction of his laundry bin. 


Apollo, for his part, isn't playing today. He's usually so careful, so 
calculated in his roughness, like Percy might just snap underneath the full 
weight of his desire, but today he manhandles him. He presses his lips 
against his and barely lets him breathe, hands grabbing the waistline of his 
sweatpants— he pulls, and instead of disappearing or something equally 
egregious that one would expect from a god, they rip, almost taking his 
underwear with them. 


“Holy shit,” Percy lets out, barely recognizing the high-pitch of his voice 
from shock. “This is a little sudden.” 


“Do you want me to slow down?” Apollo asks, mindful as always, meeting 
his eyes. The effect of his kindness is only a little ruined by the fact that he's 
openly ripping his pants now, getting the fabric off his legs until he's just in 
his underwear and hoodie. “You still set the pace, Percy, so do tell if at any 
point if you need a pause, or to stop altogether.” 


Percy swallows, running his eyes over Apollo's naked chest. Eh. “I'm super 
good actually. Can you rip off my underwear now? That was hot.” 


Apollo laughs, hooking his fingers into his underwear, never looking away 
from his eyes. At the first low, muted sound of it ripping, Percy bites his lip, 
lifting his hips to speed up the process. 


“You'll end up ruining me, Perseus,” Apollo says, so low and rough that it's 
basically a purr. Percy shivers. “I should've courted you properly. Covered 
you in jewelry, maybe given you a prized cow. You could be wearing 
nothing but gold for me, if I had.” 


“That sounds suspiciously like a sugar daddy,” is what comes out of Percy's 
mouth, because he can't be purposely sexy for the life of him. Apollo snorts, 
dipping his hands underneath his hoodie, tracing his nails over his skin to 
give him goosebumps. Clearing his throat, he tries again, saying exactly 
what's on his mind instead. “You can ruin me a little, though. Please?” 


Apollo lets out a breath and pulls his hoodie up, getting him out of it. As 
Percy lays under him, bare and flushed, his eyes shine with equal measures 
of devotion and desire, and it stirs the lust inside his belly, making Percy 
run his hands over Apollo's chest, tracing his skin with his fingers until he 
reaches his pants and hovers there, close yet far. 


“Pretty please?” He asks again, voice barely above a whisper. Apollo's jaw 
clenches, and then his hand is wrapping around his wrist, guiding it lower, 
to press against the tent in his sweatpants. Percy swallows. “Gods...” 


“Forget about them,” Apollo mumbles, leaning down to kiss him. He keeps 
this one brief, but when he starts trailing more kisses down to his neck, his 
chest, until his lips brush a nipple and Percy's biting his lip again, it feels 
equally sweet and filled with worship. “Only you matter.” 


Holy shit, maybe Apollo should get into the business of writing erotica, 
because Percy's never been more aroused by romantic words in his life. 
Teeth brush his chest and he's unable to hold back a whine, arching his back 
as Apollo's fingers pinch a nipple and his mouth lays a wet, warm kiss on 
the other. Fuck— Apollo's other hand goes down, dancing those fingers 
across his hip before wrapping his thumb and index fingers around the base 
of his cock, stealing a full-body tremor and a loud, unrestrained groan. 


“I'm recording those sounds next time, if you'll allow me,” Apollo says, 
rather casually, which makes Percy blush so red and so hot that it's a 
wonder he doesn't burn up. “There's no music like it.” 


Percy rocks his hips into his fingers, but there's barely any feeling there, the 
touch is too light “Fucking tease.” 


“Foreplay,” Apollo corrects him, voice light and cheeky. Percy huffs out a 
breath, cursing out loud when Apollo takes him properly in his fist. “You 
got any lube around?” 


Percy's mind blanks. He hasn't lived here for more than a few weeks at a 
time since he graduated, and he definitely didn't spend that time jerking it. 
“There's probably olive oil in the kitchen, if that works.” 


Apollo laughs, the sound pressing against the skin of his ribs because he 
keeps sliding lower and lower down his body, kissing him like he wants to 
mark every corner. His fingers pinch a nipple, making him jump, and then 
they drift down his skin, delicate and feather-light, stopping at his hips. His 
hand squeezes once around his cock, and Percy swallows so hard he almost 
chokes. 


“Too old school,” Apollo mumbles, biting his belly and licking the skin 
above his navel. Percy did not know that could feel so nice, but by now he's 
just going to accept that there's probably no limit to the sensations that 
Apollo can introduce him to. “Don't worry, I just wanted to make sure, but 
now I have an excuse to summon the good stuff.” 


“The good stuff,” Percy repeats, voice coming out breathless, strained and 
high-pitched, as Apollo pumps his fist once. He closes his eyes, trying to 
stay still and focused, but it comes again, setting a rhythm. He lets out a 
moan, feeling as Apollo's lips meet his hip bone, followed by the vicious 
bite of teeth that sends a strike of pain through his body, making the 
pleasure even better. “I, uh— fuck, what... what's uh, the good stuff?” 


“Just my preferred brand of lube. It'll be fun making a mess out of you with 
it,’ Apollo hums, so close to his dick that Percy stops grabbing the sheets 
and buries his hand in his hair instead, spreading his legs and tilting his 
hips. “What do we say, Percy?” 


“Please,” he answers instantly, not even thinking about it. Before Apollo 
can ask him to elaborate, Percy continues. “Please, Apollo, suck me off, 
please. I'll be good. Please.” 


“Fuck,” Apollo lets out, paired with a short, breathless little laugh. “Do I 
like you better like this or when you're being a brat? I can't tell.” 


“Apollo,” Percy whines, pulling at his hair. “Don't care. Please. Please.” 
Without saying a word, Apollo grips his cock a little more firmly and then 


licks him from base to tip, not giving him a second to breathe before he 
wraps his lips around the tip and starts deep-throating him. Percy 


immediately tenses up and gasps, only for the sound to morph into a moan 
as Apollo reaches his base and sucks. 


“Ah, shit!” Percy moans out, legs closing in around Apollo until he feels his 
hands at his thighs, gripping tightly, their temperature so hot it burns in a 
really, really pleasant way. Like when you're running cold and get a warm, 
toasty blanket— only more intense. It heightens every feeling, and Apollo 
isn't teasing him or holding back. He's efficient and thorough and seemingly 
determined to make him break. “Oh, fuck, thank you, thank you, ah, ahh, 
yes, please...” 


Apollo sets one of his legs over his shoulder, thigh against his neck, and his 
other hand abandons its position of holding him open in order to trace his 
fingers over his balls, lower, a thumb pressing over his perineum before it 
teasingly presses right up against his rim. 


“Yes,” Percy hisses, throwing his head back against his pillow. “Please, 
please, I want you, Apollo, do it, do it.” 


Rubbing his thumb in circles over his hole, Percy jumps when it suddenly 
starts getting wet, like his finger is letting out the lube. He's distracted from 
the weirdness of it by Apollo sucking his tip like it's a candy, so hard that it 
makes his eyes roll back, even while closed. He's trying so hard not to cum, 
but the control slips from him with every lick and suck and stroke. When 
Apollo finally deems his rim wet and loose enough he doesn't hesitate to 
press a finger in, slow and steady and fuck. Even that feels so, so warm, and 
the stretch is tight enough that it feels like his body is trying to suck Apollo 
in. Honestly, it wouldn't surprise him. 


Percy loses a lot of clarity then, in a really good way. It’s like going along 
with a slow, steady current. A side effect of Apollo finally slowing down 
for a moment, taking his mouth off his dick to bite hickies into his skin, 
working him with only his fingers. First the one, then two until Percy is 
unabashedly asking for the third. He’s never been a greedy lover before 
Apollo, a thought that slips into his mind and makes him blush even deeper. 
He figures it’s only fair, because Apollo doesn’t seem to have enough of 
him either, complying with requests like it's easier than breathing. 


When Apollo licks him again it makes him reach his limit, his orgasm 
washing over him and making him bite his lip so hard, as he buries his face 
in his pillow that it busts. Even he can tell that he should get a new target 
for his teeth, but he doesn’t have enough brain power for that right now, and 
Apollo’s fingers are busy anyways—and continue to be, because even when 
the pressure and heat of coming are gone, Apollo keeps his fingers inside 
him, pressing in and out in a careful manner, as if wanting to slip unnoticed. 


Percy curls his toes, pulling at his hair, and finally opens his eyes. When he 
looks down, Apollo’s expression is closer to someone about to have a feast 
rather than a self-satisfied lover. As he watches, Apollo licks his lips, 
squeezing his thigh. 


“What are you doing?” He asks; it comes out a lot whinier than he intends, 
but it gets Apollo's attention, eyes snapping to his face. His fingers press up, 
deeper than they were before, and Percy’s legs twitch, thighs tensing up, his 
breath leaving him with a huff. “That’s, uh, hmmm...” 


“Did you know,” Apollo starts, completely unfazed as he continues 
fingering him, purposely ignoring the way his body is reacting. In line with 
how susceptible Percy is to his charm, he can already feel energy coming 
back to him, arousal pooling once more. Well, fuck. “That demigods have 
truly fascinating endurance?” 


Percy squints, licking his lips in concentration. “I’ve noticed? I fought a 
war for like three days straight—” 


“Really not what I mean,” Apollo breaks in, chuckling, twisting his fingers 
and angling his wrist for a thrust—oh okay yeah that’s what he means 
uhhhhh— “Yeah, you’re catching on now, aren’t you, baby?” 


A groan leaves his lips, and Apollo sighs in satisfaction as Percy’s dick 
proves to be ready for whatever plans of exploitation he has. He’d be lying 
if he said he’s not excited to participate in that, and Apollo’s comment 
about finally ending his suffering and going ahead with railing him come 
back to the forefront of his mind. 


“Fuck yeah,” Percy breathes out, and pulls his hair again. It’s a testament to 
Apollo’s patience that he hasn’t forced him to let go, because Percy isn’t 
exactly being kind. Maybe he likes it. “You can’t fuck me from down 
there.” 


As if to prove him wrong, Apollo thrusts his fingers harder, effectively 
making him bite his tongue. Literally. Ouch. He lets go of his hair in favor 
of a pillow, breathing hard. “What happened to saying please and thank 
you, Perseus?” 


“T nutted,” Percy retorts, holding back a moan at another well-placed thrust, 
face heating. “It’s pretty relaxing. You should try it. In me. Right now.” 


“Bossy,” Apollo notes, smiling, but even if it’s warm it’s not kind. Still, 
Apollo straightens up, pulling his fingers out while rising to his knees, 
looking at Percy from above. He tilts his head to the side like he can’t 
decide where to start. “Should I go the punishment route? You said you’d 
be good, Percy. Is this your idea of being good?” 


Percy blushes even harder, swallowing and averting his eyes. “A little bit?” 


“A little bit,’ he repeats, in a voice that sounds a lot like he doesn’t agree. 
That’s—too hot, actually. And it only tums him on even more when Apollo 
grabs his ankles and pulls his legs up until Percy’s sliding down the bed, 
bending to allow his legs to go over his shoulders. Then, his hands go to his 
ass, squeezing a feel before spreading his cheeks. Percy tries really hard not 
to have a reaction, but his heart is beating in his ears and his eyes are wide. 
“Be glad you’ re flexible.” 


“That sounds—“ He was going to say like a threat, but he chokes on the 
words when Apollo starts leaning over, until he’s making him press his 
knees against his chest, laying a kiss over his forehead. “Oh, shit.” 


“Is this alright with you?” Apollo asks, and Percy resists the urge to shake 
him because in what world is this not okay? Whatever—he nods, hooking 
his ankles together to hold on tighter, and Apollo lets out a deep breath. 
“That’s exactly right, baby, well done.” 


Percy shivers and doesn’t answer, instead tilting his chin up for a kiss. 
Apollo complies so easily, so sweetly, but the way he squeezes his ass again 
and leans even lower, testing the limits of how far he can go in the most 
subtle way he can, give away an underlying energy to him that makes Percy 
glad his head is not near his headboard, because he can tell he’s moments 
away from getting thoroughly fucked. 


“How do you want it?” Apollo pulls away from his lips, pressing a kiss 
against his ear, biting briefing and shamelessly tugging the piercing sitting 
on his cartilage. He’d put it on this morning as part of his attempt to look 
good for the first day of the year before he inevitably went back to 
forgetting he had pierced ears, and boy was it a good idea. Percy digs his 
nails into the back of Apollo’s neck, moaning. “Should I go hard straight 
away? Do you want me to go so deep you’ll feel it ‘til next week? Perhaps 
something sweeter?” 


Percy closes his eyes, gathering his thoughts. Kinda hard when Apollo takes 
one hand off his ass to help guide his cock, pressing against his rim like a 
promise. “Is everything an option?” 


“Of course,” Apollo answers, which confuses him for all of one second 
before he continues. “We’d be fucking all day, though. Which does sound 
wonderful, but risky for the integrity of your bed.” 


“Go slow, then—just, you know, so I can actually breathe,” Percy decides, 
his voice coming out small and shaky. Gods, he’s so hard, on the verge of 
desperate. He’s had a couple of dreams about this and fuck. This is already 
more than a few levels above whatever his mind was able to conjure up. “If 
I say something embarrassing please don’t remind me afterwards.” 


“T’m reminding you afterwards,” Apollo says, with no remorse, and Percy 
doesn’t get a chance to protest because he decides to kiss him, stealing the 
words from his mouth. It’s an effective distraction for that, but nothing 
could keep Percy’s mind from focusing on the feeling of the tip of his cock 
pressing against his hole. He’s decent at keeping relaxed at first but the 
feeling of the stretch and the heat and the anticipation together are 
overwhelming, and Apollo notices the tension coiling in him before it can 
actually fully manifest, pausing. “Everything alright, baby>” 


Percy lets out a breath, hoping to loosen himself up, pressing his lips 
against the corner of Apollo’s mouth. “This is harder than I remembered. Or 
maybe you’re just bigger than what I’ve tried.” 


“If you remind me one more time that this is technically not your first time 
on your back with your legs spread, I’m going to forget my consideration 
and take you as I please until you forget about it,” Apollo’s words hold no 
initial hesitation. No, that comes after they’re out, after hitting Percy with 
such force that he feels his dick twitch and he clenches down on what little 
of Apollo he’s taken, hands shaking as he slips them down Apollo’s back, 
digging his nails in even harder. Fuck. “Uh, don’t know where that came 
from.” 


“I do,” Percy gasps, voice tight, trying to catch his breath. “Fuck, you’re hot 
when you’re jealous. Please, keep going, I want you, holy shit—” 


Apollo presses his hips in, and Percy can’t move, not really, not with his 
legs locked as they are but fuck, does he try to urge him to go faster by 
pressing the sole of his feet against his back, grabbing his hair with a hand 
to pull him in and rocking his hips as best as he can. Apollo groans against 
his lips and starts going faster, giving in to his enthusiastic encouragement. 


Fuck, he’s gonna be sore later. But it’ll be worth it. It already is; the seconds 
leading up to Apollo bottoming out inside him are simultaneously eternal 
and too short, leaving him without a single breath in his lungs and shaking 
from head to toe. He's so full. Holy shit. And it is so hot, so deep, he's not 
above immediately admitting that he's in love with the feeling of it. When 
Apollo rocks his hips in, soft and tentative of the give of his ass, it presses 
against his prostate like it's a bullseye, making him let out a long, drawn-out 
moan from the deepest part of his throat, ending it on a high-pitched whine. 


“Amazing,” Apollo mumbles, lips on his neck. Percy has no words for him, 
but he doesn't seem to need them to get the message; he pulls back, slowly, 
then back in with a well-pointed thrust. Percy makes a sound like a 
wounded animal, dragging his nails up Apollo's back to hold on to his hair, 
making him hiss. “You're being a bit of a slut for it, aren't you? I've barely 
even started.” 


Percy opens his mouth, but the words leave him as Apollo thrusts into him 
again, this time a little faster, a little harder. He gives him another second to 
breathe, which is when he manages to let his tongue lose. 


“You're perfect,” he says, which seems to give him pause, breath audibly 
catching. “You— I'm so full, fuck, please, it feels too good. More.” 


Apollo lifts his head from his neck to look him in the eye, with the face of a 
man completely caught off guard. Then his eyes narrow, and, not looking 
away, not even blinking, he pulls his hips back again, then in, steady and 
confident and strong, gods, Percy's never going to get over their position. 
He's completely trapped and at his mercy and he can't do anything other 
than just take it, and he will. He very, very happily will. 


He seems to make an effort to start off soft and loving, fucking into him 
with fluid, long thrusts that have Percy letting out little moans, rocking his 
hips as best as he can to meet him. His timing is off most of the time, a little 
clumsy, but Apollo clearly enjoys it because he presses his lips against his 
ear, letting him hear every reciprocated sigh and moan. Every couple thrusts 
he will tell him how well he's taking him, how good he feels, and Percy 
threatens to burn up on the spot. 


“You're still so tight,” Apollo says, groaning. “Such a good fit, Perseus. 
Makes me hard enough to keep going for hours.” 


Percy, half-delirious and struggling to vocalize anything other than moans 
and gasps, agrees. “Yeah, please. Please. So good.” 


“Can I go harder?” Apollo asks, pressing a kiss against his temple. Percy 
shivers and nods. “Good, thank you. I want to hear those high notes, 
alright? Don't hold back.” 


He couldn't if he wanted to. The second Apollo pulls back and snaps his 
hips back in, skin slapping together and their bodies rocking from the 
strength of it until the bed creaks, he drops his mouth open and throws his 
head back against the pillow, closing his eyes. He's not aware of anything 
other than the feeling, the rough treatment; Apollo's hands on his skin 
tighten before he brings them up to lean against the headboard so he can 


gain easier momentum, putting his whole body into each thrust. It's so loud, 
all of it: the bed creaking, the headboard meeting the wall, the noises they're 
making, the slapping of skin against skin. Percy's never had such noisy sex 
before but he's quickly falling in love with it, forgetting about any 
embarrassment or self-consciousness and truly enjoying himself. Nothing 
else matters, and as that feeling sinks into his bones, he realizes he's 
dangerously close to reaching a second orgasm. 


“You're close?” Apollo notices, of course, more in tune with Percy's body 
than he is. Percy opens his eyes, focusing on his face, and clenches down at 
the dark look he meets, whimpering. Shit. “There we go, baby, you've been 
taking me so well, so good. Fuck, I wanna see you cum on my cock alone. 
Are you gonna do that? Can you do that, Percy?” 


Percy blinks away a couple tears, as a particularly good thrust slams into 
him so perfectly that his eyes roll up, body tensing. He bites the inside of 
his cheek, more out of habit than anything else, and whines as Apollo's 
words finally register. Gods, yes. Yes, he's gonna do that and fuck, he wants 
to, too. There's no further thought process to it; it all becomes a mixture of 
emotions and feelings, of pleasure and want and an indescribable desire to 
let this man know, if the words aren't appropriate or appreciated yet, that he 
is loved. Unconditionally, impossibly so, stupidly so, but there's no way 
around it. 


If he screams, well, he's deaf to it. All he knows is he digs his nails in until 
his fingertips get slippery and hot, burning, closes his eyes and lets Apollo 
drag it out, still fucking into him with the same intensity as his orgasms 
rises up and then comes down. 


It soon turns into overstimulation making his muscles twitch, whole body 
trembling, but where Percy should be spaced out, he's actually more lucid 
than ever. Apollo starts to slow down, face contorted in focus, letting him 
lower his legs from his shoulders until they're around his waist. 


“Fuck, that was beautiful, you're so gorgeous,” he says, leaning down to 
kiss him, groaning at the reflective clench of his ass as he moves inside 
him. “Fucking perfect.” 


Percy licks his lips, locks his legs, and uses all his core strength and skill to 
flip them over. Apollo makes an alarmed sound as he finds himself on his 
back, and an even louder one when Percy just sinks back on his cock, 
leaning his hands on his chest. 


“Holy fuck, I love demigods,” Apollo blurts out, sits up, and wrap his hands 
around Percy's waist. He helps him lift and pulls him back down, cursing, 
and then shoots him a sharp, cocky smirk, the kind that makes him want to 
punch something because it actually turns him on. “You gonna ride the 
sun?” 


“Fuck you,” Percy snaps, and promptly lifts himself again, slamming down 
with a moan. “This— ah, this... it's harder than it looks.” 


“Your idea,” Apollo chuckles, and it's infuriating but strangely arousing. He 
meets Percy's eyes, raising his eyebrows. “You want me to cum inside you, 
don't you? Fill you up good?” 


Gods, Percy's going to choke him. He's in love. How could he not be? And, 
only slightly unrelated: he's already getting hard again. “At least... at least I 
wasn't the one who said it.” 


“Next time I'll creampie you,” Apollo squeezes his waist, hoists him into a 
better angle; Percy leans his chin on his shoulder, gasping, closing his eyes. 
“Do we agree?” 


“T don't know what that is,” Percy says, but just from the name... “We can 
try it—” 


He loses any other words at this point, because Apollo runs his hands over 
his chest and pinches his nipples, before making him lean back so he can 
lick them. Apollo cums first, this time, which is to be expected because 
Percy's very much not used to having three orgasms in a row, even if he 
clearly can. 


Apollo quickly makes it four. He has no idea how, but one second he's 
openly moaning through his third, feeling the warmth of Apollo still inside 


him, and the next he's on his back, head hanging from the edge of the bed, 
as he's fucked into a delirious yet delicious state again. 


By the time they're done, they're covered in sweat and panting, all over each 
other in the same spot. Too tired to move, they lay there in silence, up until 
Percy realizes he's looking out into the hallway. 


“You didn't close the door,” he mumbles, feeling only vaguely horrified. 
He's too well-spent to have a stronger reaction. “Why didn't you close the 
door?” 


“Your mother was very clear, Percy,” Apollo answers, licking his neck. 
Ugh. He's gonna have to get used to that. He can't say he hasn't thought 
about it. It's kinda hot. “Open door policy. I don't break the rules, I bend 
them.” 


“You're so good at fucking,” Percy changes the subject, though it's not on 
purpose. His mind is wandering. “Holy shit, you destroyed my ass. I can 
barely feel my legs. I'm not moving ever again.” 


Apollo laughs, pressing a kiss to his lips. Percy finally lifts his head to look 
at him, and immediately smiles. Fuck, he's so happy. 


“I'm sure you'll snap back by tonight,” Apollo winks, and Percy blushes. 
“Oh, you're interested in that?” 


“I'm interested in you being quiet,” Percy says, but he sounds embarrassed 
even to himself. Apollo snorts, but his eyes are fond. It might still be 
raining outside, but Percy's never seen a clearer sky. “If we welcome the 
year like this, does it set a precedent for the future? Is that part of your fate- 
and-prophecy hocus pocus?” 


“T have no idea,” Apollo shrugs, playful, but the hope in his eyes is so, so 
real. “I don't want to fail you, if it is.” 


Percy runs a hand through Apollo's curls, shaking his head. “I wouldn't let 
you fail. Not if you won't let me, either.” 


Apollo closes his eyes, content for now. Percy stares at him, and has a 
feeling, a hunch, deep in the bottom of his stomach, that he'll get to admire 
it for a very, very long time. With its ups and downs and with and without 
other people's disapproval. He has trust that they'll make it through. And he 
can't wait, for the first time in a long time, to see how this year goes. 


26. Chapter 26 


Notes for the Chapter: 


prepare for this fic to take an apollo focus as i try to not go over 35 
chapters Imao 


also, don't listen to apollo. he is doing his own type of healing and 
acceptance process, and like everyone, he'll need a little help. i intend 
for them to stay together, even if it might hurt, the way i'm planning to 
get there :) happy endings aren't black and white guys! sometimes, 
they're even better after a storm. 


enjoy! 
Sex with Apollo, Percy decides, is very dangerous. 
He loves it. 


“TIchor burns,” Apollo says, kissing his fingertips. Percy hisses as pain flares 
from his burns; he can barely believe he dug in that hard, but Apollo's 
shoulders and back are covered in deep red lines, the indentations of his 
nails where the ichor poured from. His expression speaks of both sadness 
and pride. It must be conflicting. “I forgot that was a possibility. I'm sorry.” 


“Tt's hardly your fault,” Percy shakes his head, meeting his eyes and 
offering Apollo a smile. “Unless you're talking about how good your cock 
is to make me do that in the first place.” 


Apollo rolls his eyes, sitting up, bringing him with him. They were laying at 
the end of the bed earlier, now they're over Percy's pillows, facing each 
other. He still feels like, well. Like he got fucked straight into next year 
already, but it's a good kind of exhaustion, sinking deep in his bones. 
Apollo kisses his temple, then kisses his burns again, and Percy winces at 
the slight pain of them magically healing. 


“T'm still a god,” Apollo mumbles, a note of unhappiness to it that makes 
Percy's chest hurt. “I could've made sure...” 


“Hey,” Percy calls, and pulls his hands from Apollo's hold to unwrap the 
bandages from where he made himself bleed. They aren't healed, still, 
because Percy's been avoiding it, and he appreciates that Apollo didn't take 
the chance to do it without him asking. He wants to deal with this... in a 
healthier way. He wants to face it. He makes sure he's watching them before 
speaking. “We aren't perfect. Being a god doesn't make you perfect. We can 
make mistakes, sometimes, small ones. And, honestly, Apollo, I want you 
for who you are, and that includes your godhood, because I know you're 
more than just... a glorified ideal. You're you.” 


Apollo blinks and swallows like he's holding back tears, and his smile 
becomes wobbly. He traces the wounds on his palms with a finger. “You did 
call me perfect, though. And so I called you.” 


That's just love, Percy wants to say, but he knows better. “For each other. 
Perfection is subjective, right?” 


“Fuck, you're damn smart,” Apollo snorts, leaning in to kiss him. Percy 
wraps his hands around the back of his neck, and then runs his fingers over 
his shoulders, his back, feeling where the skin is hurt. Apollo shivers. “I'm 
not getting rid of these battle wounds, but just so you know, ichor burns are 
serious. I'm not letting you keep any future ones either.” 


Percy cracks a smile, right up against his lips. “Battle wounds—I'm not that 
bad.” 


“You called me feral, once,” Apollo chuckles, kissing his nose before 
pulling back, intertwining their fingers. “You also fit that description. 
Bedding you felt like trying to make the sea yield. Do you have any idea 
how much strength it takes to make a god bleed without a weapon designed 
for hurting immortals?” 


Percy takes a wild guess. “A shit-ton?” 


“You once sat upon your father's seat of power,” Apollo starts, and Percy 
opens his mouth to protest, but he shakes his head, requesting to let him 
continue. “The curse of Achilles takes away a part of your soul. It makes 
you virtually immortal, since you won't succumb to certain human 
weaknesses. But there's a difference between having a virtually immortal 
body and sitting on an Olympian's throne. Minor gods would risk having 
their essence scattered for centuries if they dared to seat themselves for 
more than two seconds.” 


“Dad looked,” Percy points out, and he feels like it's a shame he had to 
speak up at all, because he loves Apollo's voice and demeanor when he's 
like this: not hiding behind his cheerful nature, not hiding the centuries he 
has on him, not hiding his knowledge and his mind. It's simple, pure, and 
beautiful. He could stare at him forever. 


“You're a demigod,” Apollo smiles, gazing at him with eyes so dark, so 
intelligent. He doesn't doubt he's one of the few lucky mortals that gets to 
see this side of him. “He shouldn't have needed to. You should be ashes 
right now.” 


Percy sighs, but he's not even mad. “You're saying I'm special.” 


“I'm saying you're amazing,” Apollo kisses his knuckles, keeping them 
close to his lips for a long, romantic, devoted second. “And that you'll defy 
every law in order to make sure Olympus can truly call itself a city worthy 
of gods. That is simply... marvelous. I feel so lucky, getting to share even a 
second of your time.” 


“You...” Percy takes a deep breath, swallowing. Fuck. “Apollo. Destroyer. 
What a big lie.” 


“Right back at you,” Apollo winks, kisses him, and Percy forgets about 
anything else for a little while, burying himself in his arms. 


As far as pillow talk goes, Percy has never participated in ones longer than 
‘you good? alright, shower’. Annabeth had not been the type to linger in any 
mess left behind. But here, with Apollo, the traces of their fucking feel very 
much like traces of love. Like a story told in just scenery. From the healed 


ichor burns and discarded, bloody bandages to the ripped clothing on the 
floor, the open door, the cooled sweat on their skin and the sheets at their 
waists. And speaking to him like this just brings that image to life; Percy 
knows he will cherish this memory and this feeling for years to come. This 
moment, right here, might be the closest he's felt to Elysium on earth that he 
has had in years. And from the way Apollo pulls him in, counting moles, 
tracing scars, and whispering in his ear about the promises he wants to 
make him but can't, he can tell that idea is very much reciprocated. 


It's so reverent it hurts. But instead of it being a dull, cold ache, or the pain 
of a thousand dying curses manifesting on his skin at his lowest point, it's 
like the pain he feels when he remembers that Estelle will grow up, mom 
and dad will go grey. He'll have to look out for himself, eventually, like it or 
not, and decide what his future will really, truly look like, beyond the 
people he loves. And that is hard to accept; how could Percy not live for 
others? How could Percy not live for a prophecy, to save camp, to save a 
city, to save the world? He's going into med school, clawing his way to it, 
because he's tired of only being to help in that final and devastating way. He 
wants more than that, or maybe less than that would be more appropriate, in 
his case. Pain and medicine go hand in hand, but he's tired of being on the 
hurting side of that scale, and it feels appropriate that he's loving Apollo 
now, a plague god, a healing god. 


Percy has a bit of that duality in him. After Tartarus, it was hard not to 
notice the flow of blood, people's heartbeats. The welling up of tears, the 
sweat flourishing from the skin. An incoherent and horrible power, right at 
his fingertips, the memory of how he used it haunting him. But Apollo 
doesn't surround himself with plagues, doesn't punish out of glee. If he did 
before, that was different. And maybe Percy should learn from that and... 
heal, instead. 


The rest of the day feels like a dream he doesn't ever want to wake up from. 
A shower, a meal, watching anything that crosses their minds and indulging 
in this pocket of peace— it's too beautiful. And at the end of it, after he 
checks in on mom again, Percy sinks into Apollo's arms and almost, almost 
sobs. 


Relief. Apollo told him he should indulge himself in it. A weight off his 
heart, off his chest, off his shoulders, the sweet promise of a semblance of 
peace that he knows he'll have to work hard to keep, but Sally Jackson 
raised no pushover. As much as Percy hates it sometimes, she raised a hero. 
And some heroes, so help him for being so optimistic, do deserve their 
happy endings. Even if they involve loving an ancient god, who has been 
craving his own peace for a while, but can't promise him it. 


He'll make it work. 
The next morning, Percy's up so early that he almost rivals Apollo. 


“I barely got the sun chariot out an hour ago,” he says, but his lips are 
tightly pressed against Percy's neck. As he thrusts inside him, slow and 
sensual, a hand tightly wrapped around his dick at the same pace, Percy 
thinks this isn't why he decided to be up early, but he couldn't help it. Fuck, 
he's so full. “Are we excited about some family time?” 


“Harder,” Percy whines, and never answers his question. For his part, 
Apollo never speeds up, and Percy cums for so long, he's convinced it was 
for a few minutes, only for Apollo to tell him that it was, tops, just one or 
so. The mind is a tricky place. 


It isn't until after a shower and making sure to change the sheets, and 
opening the windows to make sure the scent of sex isn't, like, everywhere, 
even going as far as to spray some scented air freshener around, that he 
actually reveals the reason he was up so early. 


“We're making breakfast. From scratch. The whole deal; waffles, bacon, 
eggs, toast, pancakes, orange juice— simple,” Percy declares, tying his 
apron tightly around his neck. Apollo ties the lower part around his waist, 
and leaves a little kiss against his shoulder. “Hopefully they won't notice 
you were wrecking my ass while they were gone.” 


“You know, I could've just cleaned up with the wave of a hand,” Apollo 
points out, and Percy turns, pointing his whisk at him with a glare. He 
brings his hands up in defense. “You looked like you would've killed me if I 
interrupted.” 


“Whatever,” Percy huffs out, blushing. “I'm dumb.” 


Apollo coos at him. “You're adorable. But hey, we didn't even use anything 
incriminating, and you did a good job cleaning—” 


“Holy shit,’ Percy drops a hand to his stomach. Kayla's words about 
children ring in his ears, probably exactly as she intended. “We didn't use 
condoms.” 


Apollo blinks. “We didn't need them, Percy. I can't get you pregnant. That's 
not how it works. And, remember, I can't give you STDs either.” 


“Thank fuck,” Percy sighs, his relief a little too real to be casual, along with 
his embarrassment at his gut-reaction to that realization. Then turns back to 
the kitchen, deciding to start with the waffle batter. He frowns. “How does 
it work, then? Do you just, I don't know, feel like a lady sometimes?” 


“Not particularly,” Apollo leans beside him against the kitchen counter, 
watching him work. Percy will give him something to do as soon as he can 
get his mind in order. Maybe he shouldn’t have gotten his brains fucked out 
first thing in the morning. “From time to time, yes, because gender as 
mortals perceive it is... irrelevant. Nonsensical, in most cases, even. It's 
more about appearances for gods, to be honest, like do I feel like looking 
that way or not?” 


“T get that,” Percy sighs. “I honestly don't care about gender. Fucking weird. 
I'm not picky about pronouns. Call me whatever and I'll probably agree.” 


Apollo stares at him for a second, smiling, and then continues on with his 
explanation. “I know some gods like to facilitate the procreation part 
through ‘traditional means’, but I don't feel that need. Athena's method is 
quite efficient, besides other options. And, don't get me wrong, I've heard 
from Artemis that childbirth is a wonderful, beautiful thing, but I am not 
interested in... that experience.” 


Percy snorts. “A god would never carry a full term, huh?” 


“Aphrodite does it sometimes,” Apollo shrugs. “But it's like, once a century, 
maybe. Still, no childbirth. And sometimes she doesn't even show. Just, you 
know—carry the baby around for nine months, then pop it right out.” 


“That does sound useful,” Percy admits, thinking of how many times he and 
Paul took turns to massage mom's swollen feet, the maternity clothes, the 
honestly hilarious mood swings. It wasn't so bad, but then again, he wasn't 
the one pregnant. Then, a different thought occurs to him, thinking of cabin 
seven, of New Rome's generations-old doctor and musician families and 
high-ranking senators. “Are you... you know, I mean, I guess—thinking of 
having more kids soon? Since, like, you like that kinda father stuff, and 
shit.” 


Percy doesn't dare to look at Apollo's expression, neck heating, ears going 
red. He doesn't know what he wants the answer to be, honestly, but he can't 
handle making eye contact right now. 


“Tt honestly hadn't occurred to me, now that you mention it,” Apollo says, 
and Percy holds back a wince. Great. “Perhaps I should, if only to guarantee 
a new generation...” 


His heart sinks, and he blushes even harder. “Oh. Er. Right. I get that, I 
suppose, I mean, it makes sense—” 


“Perseus,” Apollo calls, and even though he's feeling a little, uh, upset, 
Percy can't resist his call. To his mortification, Apollo looks a little amused, 
a little worried. Fuck. “Do you remember what I told you about my 
monogamy?” 


“That, you're, uh, more monogamous than it seems?” He asks, his voice just 
on the side of shaky. Apollo nods. “That doesn't really imply, you know, a 
hundred-percent.” 


“Well, it is,’ Apollo raises his eyebrows, so casually, Percy almost drops the 
flour all over the counter. “I don't need to have a relationship or even sex to 
have a demigod. Connections help, but a desire to conceive is enough. I 
barely need to know the person's name, to be honest, and there are a lot of 


people, a lot of couples, that could use a little blessing. If all other options 
are exhausted, they pray. And not all gods listen, but some of us do.” 


“Oh,” Percy breathes out, and his heart finally stops feeling like it's halfway 
through a cardiac arrest. “Oh. That's... that sounds really nice.” 


“Not all demigods are accidents,” Apollo shrugs, frowning. He seems just a 
little sad. “Mine... Usually they aren't. Now, more than ever, I hate 
forgetting, but I wasn't a fan of it even before Lester. I was far more 
accepting that I would... Forget a few, eventually. Sure. Decades drag on. 
Things happen. Georgina, if she's mine, and she probably is—she's the first 
in quite a while that I have forgotten even existed. Did I forget to claim a 
few demigods, at camp, and even in New Rome? Yes. But I knew they were 
mine. I remember their parents. There's a reason my cabin is, well, a little 
more full than the rest. I try to keep track.” 


Gods, dear Hades, he looks so sad. So guilty. Percy's heart aches in a 
different way now, and he wants to hold him so fuck it, he does. He drops 
what he's been doing in automatic, through sheer muscle memory, and does 
something that comes harder, less natural, because he's always been bad at 
touching people—unless he loves them, and his love for Apollo bleeds like 
an open wound, into his heart and back, because Apollo bleeds for him, too. 
A constant feedback, reciprocation, silent understanding. He hugs him. 


Apollo presses a grateful kiss against his cheek, running a hand through 
Percy's hair. “You don't have to feel for me in this regard, you know. Awful 
parents have no excuses.” 


“You're not an awful parent,” Percy swallows, closing his eyes. “I know 
what those look like. And you can't possibly, just— be in all their lives, all 
the time. I don't think even a god could split that much.” 


“T'll make sure that Olympus never forgets your wish, Percy,” Apollo sighs, 
deep against his ear, and squeezes him closer. “Be it in ten or ten thousand 
years, we shall live by it. There won't be another Luke Castellan. If I have 
to, I'll personally stick my hands into all of it, and pull any toxicity out by 
the root. My sister and I are the protectors of the youth. We will not allow 
more blood.” 


Percy closes his eyes and wonders why it took him so long to ever give 
Apollo a glance. He's just... everything he didn't know he needed. “Thank 
you, Apollo. But you... don't be so hard on yourself.” 


Apollo pulls back from his arms, smiling. “I have to be, Percy. In a 
century... Well, let's just say I won't have any Megs to knock me off my 
high horse. Someone has to keep me in check, and gods are notoriously bad 
at doing that among themselves. I refuse to forget again, Perseus.” 


Percy nods in understanding, feeling incapable of answering with any 
words. He tries not to think about how he probably won't be here for him in 
a century, either, and presses a kiss on his lips. 


“Okay,” he says, nodding again. “As long as you don't forget to come back 
up for air. So, um, do you know how to make orange juice?” 


Apollo's smile tells him that even if he doesn't he'll learn just for him and 
will probably write a song about it, with how devastatingly enamored it is. 
Percy almost wants to forget all about breakfast and throw himself at him, 
but he uses his self-control, which has never been that easy for him. 


Mom, dad, and Estelle come back just in time to witness Apollo finger- 
feeding him a piece of bacon that he offered to cook, not knocking and 
stepping right into the kitchen. Percy almost chokes when he notices them 
at the doorway, letting go of Apollo's wrist where he was holding his 
fingers in his mouth to suck off the grease from the bacon. Face red as one 
of Apollo's dumb cows, he approaches them and hugs them tightly, 
stuttering through a New Year’s greeting and ignoring how the three of 
them are still a little damp. 


“Percy,” Paul says to him, as mom goes with Estelle to wash up, seemingly 
amused. He sets a hand on his shoulder and winks. “Happy to see you 
happy, buddy.” 


The words are so simple but Percy chokes up all the same. Not knowing 
how to react, he holds up a piece of toast. “Want some, dad?” 


“You're gonna finger-feed me as well?” 


Apollo audibly holds back a laugh, coughing into his fist. Paul takes Percy's 
stunned silence as his chance to run away, for which Apollo gets said piece 
of toast shoved in his mouth, almost choking him. Percy kisses his cheek 
afterwards—for no particular reason. It kinda undermines the glare he tries 
to pin on him. 


Needless to say, breakfast goes great. They avoid rather gratefully the 
subject of Poseidon, all of them well-aware that there's a time for that later, 
after they've settled in and enjoyed each other's company. Finally, Percy 
gets what he was missing these last two days: his family bundled together, 
untouchable in their shared joy, with Apollo as a quiet, reassuring pillar of 
affection and support. Percy's heart beats a little easier and a little faster 
every time he remembers that, yep, he's falling in love with a god, no do- 
overs. And he's happy about it. Fate really loves messing with him. 


That afternoon, Apollo somehow manages to monopolize Estelle's 
attention, to which Percy is only slightly jealous of. Seeing them together, 
seeing Apollo's kindness, is enough to keep him happy, and it gives him a 
chance to pull mom and Paul aside, to his room. He hopes they don’t notice 
the rather sudden change of bed sheets. 


“Percy,” Mom sighs, instantly knowing what this is about. “How are you 
holding up, baby?” 


Glancing at Paul, Percy averts his eyes, tongue heavy. Still—he wants them 
to know. He can't keep them in the dark. They deserve that from him, at 
least. 


“It's... I'm doing better now, than when he came,” Percy glances at his 
palms. By now his self-inflicted nail stabs are almost, almost fully healed, 
because that’s how the body of a demigod works, but mom looks at them 
and goes a little pale. “It was... it was a lot. Apollo was there for me. And it 
—it made me realize, I have a lot to tell you. To confess.” 


Paul, who's sitting to his left while mom sits to his right, sets a hand on his 
back, running it up and down. It relaxes him, but only slightly. “Percy, it's 
alright if you need to wait a little more to tell us. We're right here.” 


Percy chuckles nervously. “That's the thing, though, I... I've been avoiding 
this for four years. I thought it would go away but it hasn't. It won't unless I 
do something about it but it's, it's just... it's scary.” 


Mom wraps an arm around his shoulders, leaning into him. Percy breathes 
in the scent of her perfume, soft and flowery, but underneath it all she never 
stopped smelling like candy, perhaps as a result of her baking hobby. The 
memories that come with it are as painful as they are beautiful, and he feels 
like he's twelve all over again. 


“Tf you feel like you need to start, Percy,” Mom starts, shaky but decided. 
“If you feel like it's time, then we're all ears. And I promise you, Percy, 
nothing could make us love you any less. Okay?” 


“Okay,” Percy nods, and then nods again, sighing. He hypes himself up by 
remembering Apollo's reassurances that mom, that both his parents would 
do their best to keep up with his pace. In a way, he's in charge here, and 
even if that's scary, it's also a relief. 


He doesn't end up telling them everything. If he did, they would need more 
than an hour or two of Apollo distracting Estelle in the other room, but 
Percy tries to explain himself as best as he can, about the things that come 
the easiest. He tells them about Poseidon and his unexpected cruelty, his 
blind disregard for what Percy wants versus what he thinks he needs. He 
tells them about the bone-deep loneliness of his apartment in California and 
his irregular, soul-wrenching nightmares and the guilt on his shoulders. He 
tells them he's afraid of himself, though he can't bring himself to explain 
why, exactly, and how the only way he's found to cope with it is to keep 
hurting himself, even if that is irregular and barely happens anymore. 


By the end of it he's holding back tears, but then mom pulls him in, eyes 
wet, hugs him like he's a child again and much like it did with Apollo, the 
dam breaks, and so the water comes crashing down. 


He finds himself apologizing. “I'm sorry, mom, I'm so sorry, I should've told 
you, when you asked, all this time—” 


“There's nothing to apologize for, Percy,” Paul says, his expression 
wounded, tears in his eyes. The only times Percy recalls ever seeing him cry 
were two: one when he married mom, one when Estelle was born. Just 
seeing him like this, for him, for the son of another man, eyes like a loving 
father, makes Percy happy yet regretful that he didn't get here sooner. 
“Nothing to be ashamed of, Percy, there's not a drop of you that isn't brave, 
and kind, and good. And, listen, I don't know that much about your world. I 
try to understand, and I know you're a hero. You're our hero, son, but you're 
also just— a boy. A young man. A perfectly normal person. You have no 
idea how proud I am of you for being this strong.” 


Mom sniffles, chuckling a little as Percy holds back a sob. “You're 
embarrassing him, honey. But you're right. Percy, you know I don't push. I 
don't— I don't drill my way into your life. That's not who I am, as a mother, 
as a person. I knew you'd need time, and I was so worried, all the time, I 
wondered if maybe I should've asked you to stay in New York after all. But 
I couldn't do that to you and I'm so thankful every day that you're mine. 
You're my baby. You and I, we hide things, and we hold them in, because 
we're too careful and yet give away everything, so easily. Our hearts are too 
big.” 


Mom takes a deep breath, then continues. “You're coming to us now and I 
couldn't be more proud, okay? I don't want you to think, oh, I should've 
done this four, five, six years ago. That's not how this works. You're ready 
when you're ready, and that time is now, and we're going to support you 
through it. Every single step.” 


Love is so overwhelming. Percy's known this for a while; when the Titan 
War was over and Poseidon hugged him, beaming with pride, when he 
asked for that beam of blue light, he knew that he would always have his 
heart on his sleeve and that he would always seek this out: his mother's 
embrace, Paul's rock-solid support, the place he's called home ever since he 
and mom started rebuilding. And he knew he would protect that, tooth and 
nail, blood and fury. Every insecurity regarding this process slips from his 
mind, even if only temporarily, because he knows he'll always have a safety 
net to fall back on. He won't make the mistake of separating himself from it 
again. 


“I'm going back to therapy,” Percy chokes out, once he feels like he can 
speak again. “I— I didn't give myself a chance. I regret that. Apollo... he 
has a son. A doctor. A god. He's kind of a big deal. He offered to, you 
know. Hook me up, I guess.” 


“Is it the snake and chicken guy?” Paul asks, to which both him and mom 
stare. Paul pinks a little. “Er, I've been doing research into your boyfriend. 
He's— the medicine god? Even more so than Apollo?” 


“Yeah,” Percy snorts. The idea of Paul reading the same Wikipedia article 
he did in order to gather more information on Apollo is both hilarious and 
heart-warming. “Leo and Piper met him already. And, well, Jason did, too. 
He seems... eccentric. But maybe that's what I need to get into that stuff, 
you know?” 


“Well, Apollo's quite eccentric himself,” Mom smiles, eyes twinkling. Paul 
chuckles and Percy rolls his eyes, not wanting to admit she's right. “Does he 
actually have any credentials to verify? In psychology? And therapy?” 


“Eh,” Percy shrugs. “He has an office, I think?” 


“That's reassuring,” Paul's sighs. “As in, a little normal. Maybe he has a 
website?” 


“T would settle for an Instagram account.” 


“Please don't stalk my future therapist,” Percy whines. He pouts when all 
his parents do is laugh. “I'm serious.” 


“He's our grandson, though, isn't he?” Mom asks, sounding dead serious. 
Percy groans, burying his face in his hands. “Cheer up, baby. If you think 
giving him a shot might turn out well, then we're not going to stop you. You 
have our full support.” 


“Absolutely,” Paul agrees, and Percy hides his smile behind his hands. 
Gods, he loves them. “Now that we're on the subject of... good changes, 
Sally, I think we should tell him.” 


“Tell me what?” Percy drops his hands, looking at them exchanging a look 
with suspicion. An idea comes to him with a rather high amount of 
excitement. His eyes widen. “Mom, are you pregnant?” 


“Oh, dear,” Mom laughs, throwing her head back, and Paul lets out a 
matching laugh in a huff, shaking his head. Percy frowns at them both. 
“Percy, I know you love your siblings to death, but I don’t think my body 
can handle another one. No, I’m not pregnant. You and your sister are more 
than enough.” 


“Oh,” Percy sighs. That just makes him nervous, which is probably the 
opposite reaction he should be having after ruling out another pregnancy. 
He just likes being an older sibling. “So, what is changing, then?” 


“You know we’ve been thinking of moving,” Paul starts, trying to hold back 
a smile. It genuinely fascinates Percy how his family can go from tears to 
joy so easily, but he supposed that’s just how they are— that’s what love 
can do to you. A different kind of elation fills his chest. “Well, we found a 
place. A bigger apartment, with a proper room for Estelle, and for you, of 
course. A bigger office for us to share, and it’s even closer to camp. It’s not 
official yet, but we think we have a great chance. You know New York 
never makes it easy.” 


Percy takes a deep breath. He’s known about this for a while, of course, but 
he never considered the implications of him being considered in their 
choice for a place, despite living in California. And there’s the other side of 
it, as well, the fact that this apartment they’re currently in right now is 
where he grew up, where he was at his happiest with mom. It’s a lot to take 
in, and takes him back to that thought he had about Will and Rachel, to the 
image of his, while paid-for by the city, admittedly miserable apartment, far 
away from more than half of the people he calls family and the place he 
calls home. 


“That’s— that’s amazing,” he chokes out, trying not to tear up again. He 
definitely caught the crying bug from Apollo; when did it become so easy 
for him to cry? “I can't believe that it’s happening, but it’s— it’s great. I 
can't wait to help you move. Do you know, like, when that might be?” 


Mom runs a hand through his hair, looking at him like she knows exactly 
what’s going on in his head. It would be weird if she didn't. “August, 
fittingly enough. If we get lucky nailing the place down.” 


Percy has no fucking idea as to what his life will look like come August, 
but hell if that's going to stop him from being here. “Guess my birthday is 
gonna be fun, then.” 


“Who knows,” Paul says, then hesitates. He exchanges one look with mom, 
then smiles, a bit sheepish, a bit teasing. “Maybe we’ll have an extra guest. 
You know, a godly one.” 


“Don’t jinx it,” Percy mumbles, blushing from the tip of his toes to the roots 
of his hair. Suddenly it feels like the temperature in the room went up by 
several degrees, and mom doesn’t bother hiding her amusement, a laugh 
slipping from her lips as she ruffles his hair. “Maybe I won’ bring him over 
on purpose so you can’t tease me, gods.” 


“1 don’t think Apollo would let you get away with that, honey,” Mom 
chuckles, and Percy blushes even harder, if possible. She pats his shoulder 
as Paul hides a laugh in a cough; at least he has the decency of trying to 
spare him. Unfazed, mom squints at him closely, leaning in to look at his 
face “Percy, when did you get a tan? Did you have it when you arrived last 
week?” 


Percy decides to feign ignorance, even as he dies of mortification inside. 
“What tan? This is just my skin, mom—” 


“Right, doesn’t your room smell a little too fresh?” Paul interrupts, winking 
at him. Percy sputters and stands up, shaking his head and cursing under his 
breath. Paul speaks up as he storms his way out of his room, trying to hide 
his expression. “Percy, come on, it’s just a joke! It’s fine!” 


“You guys are the joke!” Percy snaps back, with no heat, and mom’s 
laughter echoes in his ears, no remorse, all love, like living, breathing proof 
of her happiness and joy. Gods, he can’t be mad. 


Still— if Asclepius asks about his parents in therapy, the first word that will 
come to Percy’s mind is betrayal. And he’ll mean it with every drop of his 
being. 


(Percy’s not a great liar when it comes to the people he loves. This has been 
proven. He chooses to ignore this fact.) 


Apollo’s mostly unused phone flares up with messages while Estelle Blofis 
decides to take after her brother and use him as a pillow, apparently 
exhausted from the non-stop consumption of Christmas themed media on 
TV now that the clock has turned. He ignores it at first, on the off-chance it 
could be Poseidon sending more threats, but then phone calls start coming 
in and he heaves a big sigh that if he wanted to, could possibly blow the 
roof off this building. 


“Who is this?” Apollo answers, voice low and hissing, even though he 
knows its Aphrodite. Her giggles immediately give him a blood sugar rush, 
and he’s not even mortal. “Lose this number.” 


“Oh, please,” Aphrodite audibly rolls her eyes at his antics. “I just wanted 
to check up on you! Can’t friends do that?” 


“Pretty sure we aren’t friends,” Apollo frowns, then glances down at 
Estelle’s sleeping form, head on his leg, to make sure he isn’t disturbing her. 
Thankfully, the kid seems to have passed out cold. She looks awfully cute, 
and he gingerly makes sure to slip her thumb from her mouth. Now that’s a 
nasty habit. “I’m pretty sure we stopped being friends when your son 
screwed me over. Or maybe we were never friends, that would make more 
sense.” 


“Bullies get what they deserve, Apollo,” Aphrodite answers, unapologetic. 
Of course, it's hard to gather sympathy from someone who regularly made 
mortals fall in love with animals. Ugh. “Maybe it was a bit childish, but that 
was so long ago. And we’ve had fun since then, haven’t we?” 


“Go have fun with Hermes,” Apollo scoffs. “I’m busy. I have nothing to say 
to you.” 


“You have things to say to Percy Jackson, though,” Aphrodite says, smug as 
ever. She’d be thrilled if she could see the way Apollo stiffens at that, 
knowing exactly what she means. “Promises to make. Are you going to 
pretend running away from your feelings will make it all magically right, 
Apollo? That’s not the way to fix your previous failings. It’ll hurt you both 
more than necessary.” 


“Don’t get involved,” Apollo closes his eyes, shaking his head. “Don’t tell 
me you’re behind any of it. Just leave me alone.” 


“Apollo, once again I insist, I have nothing to do with your relationship, 
other than some well-placed comments that got you two to talk,” Aphrodite 
sighs, and Apollo can picture her twirling her hair in between her fingers, 
laying on a cloud and being served wine by some poor nymphs, a snake in 
her nest. “I’m just trying to give you advice! Love advice. You know how 
expensive that can be coming from me, and it’s not like you can keep 
ignoring all Olympians. Hermes is walking around like a kicked puppy 
again!” 


“That would be because I kicked him,” Apollo bites the inside of his cheek, 
then tries to relax, taking a deep breath. Ever since the solstice, he’s had 
issues trying not to be upset towards every single Olympian, but he's bound 
to keep himself level-headed. “Dear Aphrodite, I appreciate your advice, 
but you couldn’t possibly understand the situation I’m in, or the depth of 
my feelings. Not fully. No Olympian can, because they have selfish ways of 
fixing them that I don’t indulge in anymore.” 


Aphrodite stays quiet, for once, perhaps detecting the pain and the 
seriousness of his words. She doesn’t hang up, though, which means she 
has more to say, and Apollo patiently waits, running his fingers through 
Estelle’s hair, thinking of how precious the rise and fall of her little chest is, 
of how much Percy cherishes her. No. No, not even Aphrodite could 
understand. 


“T envy you, you know?” She finally speaks up, voice serious and low—so 
unlike her, Apollo takes the phone away from his ear to check that this is 
Aphrodite’s contact. “You’ve always been like this.” 


“Like what?” Apollo asks, uneasy. This is really weird, and he can’t 
possibly imagine what Aphrodite would be jealous of in regards to him. 
They’re both patrons of beauty, so even if he’s obviously prettier than her— 
he would never say this out loud because he doesn’t have a death wish, of 
course—there’s nothing else that he can think of. 


“You have what we gods lack, what even my children and I lack, unless 
they’re mortals,” a pause, a sigh. Her tone becomes accusatory. “The 
capacity for unconditional love, you fool. We gods, as you know, like to be 
shown appreciation for our love. We love the undivided attention more than 
we do the person, sometimes, but you always wished you could join them. 
Your tears of despair after Hyacinthus died and your refusal to move on 
were enough proof of it. And now you’re here, more human and more 
capable of love than ever, and you’re wasting time.” 


Apollo tries to process all of that through his shock, but he still comes up 
short. “What are you saying?” 


“No, I'm tired of you,” Aphrodite makes a displeased sound. “You’ll realize 
soon enough that you can’t keep love waiting, dear, no matter how hard you 
try. Unlike you, I’m not afraid of looking Fate in the eye. Percy Jackson 
will put your silly little heart back together, whether you like it or not. 
Don’t say I didn't warn you.” 


With that, she hangs up, and Apollo stares at the phone wondering what just 
happened. It’s not like Aphrodite to get this invested in a relationship, so 
out of left field, to the point of actually getting angry. Sure, it’s happened 
before, to less than pleasant results, but her outbursts never sounded like 
this, like she was trying to look out for anyone’s well-being. Rather, her 
approach is directly linked to how much entertainment she can get out of it, 
if not to how much suffering she can cause. 


It’s frankly terrifying. Love always is, of course, but curiously enough, 
Apollo doesn’t feel like he’s been threatened with the systematic undoing of 
his relationship with Percy. Rather, Aphrodite’s anger seems... 
encouraging. Huh. And there’s that thing about unconditional love— well, 
he won’t deny it. He’s been selfish in his relationships, even with 
Hyacinthus, but for someone like him that loves attention, he never felt a 


lack to the point of seeking it out in his romances like other gods do. He 
tends to enamor himself head over heels, devastatingly so, for who his 
unlucky prospect is. 


Cassandra’s wit had been captivating, Cyrene had been gorgeous and fierce, 
and he still remembers how he made a fool of himself when trying to win 
over Branchus. He’s always been too generous giving away gifts for them 
all. The spoof he pulled with the Fates so Admetus could live a few more 
years, well, he’s sure they’re still mad about that one. It just never occurred 
to him that this trait of his was something to be jealous of, considering that, 
more often than not, the greater his love, the greater the tragedy. 


Which is the exact reason he’s being cautious with Percy, and can’t bring 
himself to appreciate Aphrodite’s push. He might be wasting time, but that 
won't kill Percy. No, ideally, they’ll spend a few glorious years together, 
and Percy will eventually move on when he realizes Apollo isn’t worth his 
affections. That he could have that normal life he so craves. It’s how some 
of his longest relationships with mortals have gone, even if for those, he 
wasn’t so.. In love. That is going to make things a lot more awkward, but 
Percy shouldn’t suffer for his heart. It'll heal, eventually. It has to. 


He’ll give him everything in order to make it as fulfilling as he can, and 
then he’ll let him go if he so wishes. It’s the best alternative, surely. He 
can’t see another one that doesn’t come with a lot more collateral damage. 
Loving Percy is the easy part. Moving on from him is what will hurt him, 
especially after he’s said such sweet things to him, things he’s never heard 
from anyone before. Misery could turn into love when given company but 
Apollo isn’t confident Percy will still want him, once the high of it starts 
dropping, and he realizes that his mother’s words are right. He can’t give 
him a happy ending, and gods of Olympus, he deserves one. 


Percy returns from his bedroom looking mortified, red, and all kinds of 
adorable. He fixes Apollo with a glare, half-hearted and not holding any 
real heat. “Why didn’t you tell me I have a tan?” 


Apollo looks him up and down, shrugging. “You deserve to be sun-kissed. I 
didn’t even notice.” 


“Apollo,” Percy whines, pouting. Apollo’s heart does all sorts of ridiculous 
things in his chest at it, and he can’t help but be thankful to the Three Fates 
for deciding that he shall get to have this, for a little while, at least. “We’re 
barely a couple days into the New Year. How can I explain this, to anyone, 
ever?” 


“Winter tan?” Apollo suggests, and Percy just rolls his eyes. “Not my fault 
you were too busy staring at me to look in the mirror and notice, baby.” 


Percy sputters and comes over to sit on the couch, next to him, careful not 
to disturb his sister. Then his gaze drops to Apollo’s phone, which is still in 
his hands, and he raises his eyebrows. “You have Athena’s phone number?” 


Confused, Apollo looks at his screen, and realizes not all the messages were 
from Aphrodite. Ah, well. A small oversight. There are things he still needs 
to sort out with her, regarding the last council meeting. She’ll prove to be 
the only god he’s willing to talk to apart from Artemis, but not by much. 


Percy seems unfazed by the fact that he has Athena saved as ‘Old Gray- 
Eyes’, which says a lot about how his relationship with his former mother- 
in-law went. “I don’t have it willingly, you know. If I could, I would lose 
the numbers of half the gods on Olympus, including the council. Nasty 
bunch.” 


“Cheers to that,” Percy mumbles, and leans in to drop a kiss against his 
cheek. “I’m gonna order take-out for dinner.” 


“Aw,” Apollo pouts. “But your cooking is so good—” 
“Tt’s not even my turn to cook today, jackass.” 


“You’d make a wonderful housewife, you know— I’m kidding, I’m 
kidding, don’t—!” 


Apollo gets one of the couch cushions playfully slapped against his chest, a 
little harder than necessary but still mindful in its strength, and it somehow 
doesn’t wake Estelle from her slumber. Sally and Paul, when they return to 


the living room, seem equally unwilling to offer him any pity, but Sally 
does offer him leftover brownies. 


It is amazing to him how Percy—and his family as whole, really—has 
managed to make him feel welcome where he doesn’t belong. Poseidon’s 
words about this not being his home are true, much like Olympus isn’t 
Percy’s, but that doesn’t mean they can’t share the joy of being together, 
regardless. He can’t wait for him to meet Leto, and wishes to return some of 
the warmth that being allowed into his home has left him with. 


All in all, despite the heaviness of his heart... he does have hope, beneath 
his pessimism. It’s just going to take a lot to let it win over the things that 
still eat him up inside. Percy and Meg’s mortality are a blessing and a curse 
all at once. So many friends are destined to dust. But that’s just a bigger 
reason to enjoy the present. 


Percy’s implied wish to keep him lingers in the back of his mind, and he 
can’t help but hope, irresponsibly so, that he’ll manage to do so, somehow. 
A miracle would be needed... but Percy is known to pull those off, through 
blood and tears. 


Hopefully, it won’t come to that. Apollo won’t allow it. 


27. Chapter 27 


Notes for the Chapter: 
saturday goes brrr 


Only two days later, they’re back in California. Leaving New York was a 
dreadful experience; Percy might have cried a little bit while saying 
goodbye to Estelle, and he’s already started to count down the days until 
spring break. Apollo gives him space, letting him hug his family for longer 
than is strictly necessary, but looks like he doesn’t want to take him back 
despite it, trying to keep a frown from developing on his features with 
increasing failure. 


It’s only after Percy’s unpacked his bag that they sit down and talk. Percy 
tells him about the potential move in August, and about how busy his 
schedule will get next week when classes start and swim team training 
picks back up. Work is another thing to consider, as well as the hours he’Il 
no doubt spend agonizing over textbooks and making the university library 
his second home. 


“Um, I don’t know where therapy fits in all that,” he admits, running his 
fingers over the scars and calluses on Apollo’s hands. They’re on his couch, 
already snuggling together again. His apartment is nowhere near as cold as 
he remembered it being, though that’s probably because New Rome is 
going back to its regular temperature. He’ll be able to wear tank tops again 
soon enough. “I guess I’ll have to make time for it... and for you. We might 
not be able to spend every day together anymore.” 


“You don’t need to worry about that,” Apollo presses a kiss against his 
temple, and Percy looks up through his eyelashes to see his pensive 
expression, perhaps doing the math in his head. “If you’re busy, you’re 
busy. Pll have to make due being your personal coffee machine and 
massaging your body with lotion after you finish up training. Being around 
you is enough.” 


Percy tries not to show how giddy the idea of Apollo just hanging around 
him when he’s not dedicating his full attention to him makes him, but his 
face goes pink anyways. “Don’t you have, like, several jobs to do>?” 


“Absolutely,” Apollo agrees with a smile, winking. “I can do most of them 
at once. I do have meetings to attend, events to organize, plans to approve, 
people to bribe—” 


“What?” 


“Politics,” Apollo rolls his eyes. “Don’t spread this information around, but 
Athena and I are the ones that keep Olympus functional at least seventy- 
percent of the time. Even when I was far more irresponsible, I didn’t take 
that job lightly. If Athena regulates Zeus, I regulate Athena, and several 
other gods help tie it all together neatly.” 


“Nepotism,” Percy mumbles, dumbfounded, and Apollo laughs, a sound 
shocked out of him. “Well, I mean, everyone’s related anyways, So...” 


“It’s tricky,” Apollo scrunches up his nose, still amused. “But, there aren’t 
that many people around for the job. I certainly wouldn’t want to see Ares 
handling the stuff Athena and I do on the down-low. There’s a lot of 
administrative work to go with it too, of course. A few mountains of 
paperwork.” 


Percy shivers. “Olympus sounds really fucking boring. More so than usual.” 
“Nectar keeps us going,” Apollo chuckles, shaking his head. “Either way, 
I'll keep your name in my calendar, and add a little heart to it when I 


specifically feel like spreading you—” 


“Don’t finish that sentence,” Percy warns him, blushing so violently that he 
wotries about the state of his blood circulation. “Let’s talk about your son 
instead—” 


“That’s one way to kill the mood—” 


“As is my crippling depression,” Percy deadpans, and snorts when Apollo’s 
expression immediately goes from amusement to pain. “Cheer up, it’s a 
joke.” 


“You’re not very funny,” Apollo pouts, and Percy rolls his eyes before 
stretching to kiss his lips, a quick peck that makes Apollo chase after him, 
but Percy just buries his face against his neck, not hiding a smile. A deep 
sigh makes Apollo’s chest rise and fall. “Okay, as soon as you have a free 
day, I’m taking you to Asclepius’ office in Berkeley.” 


Percy raises his eyebrows. “I thought it would be in New York. Or, you 
know, Olympus.” 


“He has places all around the country. And several continents, to be 
honest,” Apollo shrugs, like that is something completely normal. “All of 
them are connected to his office on Olympus, though. Magic stuff. If you 
walk out the wrong door, you could end up in Rome.” 


“Noted,” Percy says. He’s too used to this fuckery to even be surprised. 
“Will you go with me?” 


“T’ll drop you off, obviously,” Apollo nods, chin pressing against the top of 
his head. “Then I’ll pick you up. Or, you know, just hang in the waiting 
room if I have nothing else to do.” 


“Thank you,” Percy whispers, pressing a kiss against Apollo’s neck, 
slipping his eyes closed. “That means a lot. Going to therapy alone was... 
well, I walked out of sessions a lot. More than I should have.” 


“Annabeth wasn’t there?” Apollo asks, and just from his tone, Percy can tell 
he’s frowning. 


“She was in therapy too,” Percy shrugs. “We, uh, refused couples 
counselling. We didn’t think it was necessary, so we just kinda... did 
everything apart in that regard. Can’t say it was smart.” 


Apollo makes a sound like he agrees and probably has more to say on that, 
but his silence lingers, covered in hesitation. “I was going to say something, 


but then I realized that it was rude. Let’s just say that nothing about your 
relationship with her sounds smart to me.” 


Perhaps he should be offended, but Percy just finds that he agrees. “We’re 
better off now. I don’t really care about the rest anymore.” 


“Right,” Apollo sounds skeptical, and Percy can’t blame him. “Not that I 
don’t believe you—that’s extremely in character for you. But, I won’t pry. 
I’m sure Asclepius will kick that door open himself.” 


“Kinky,” Percy blurts out, mostly out of reflex, and blushes again as Apollo 
chokes on a laugh. “I didn’t mean that. Gross.” 


“Don’t worry, he’s not blond,” Apollo snickers, and Percy raises his head to 
look at him, unimpressed. “Three times is a pattern, Percy.” 


“You’re lucky you’re cute,” is all he can say, and doesn’t shy away from the 
kiss Apollo plants against his lips, only to smack another one, loud and 
obnoxious, over his nose and then his cheek. Soon enough, Apollo is 
maneuvering him so he lays below him, and he’s trailing softer kisses down 
his neck. Percy can’t help it. “Don’t tan me even more, please.” 


“Aw,” Apollo chuckles, takes a bite of his collarbone, and then lifts his head 
to make eye contact with him. “But you look so good. Imagine how you’re 
going to look when you’re back at the pool. Besides, this is practically a 
blessing.” 


“T don’t need your blessings,” Percy rolls his eyes, but his words are soft. A 
flash of something goes through Apollo’s gaze and he averts his eyes, any 
mirth in them fading. Percy frowns. “Hey, did I—shit, sorry, I guess that 
sounded kinda rude. I didn’t mean it like that.” 


“No,” Apollo shakes his head, eyes snapping to his and then down to his 
chin. Percy frowns even harder, trying not to be worried. “No, I know what 
you mean. You’re not with me for my blessings. It’s—we’re more than that. 
I just remembered something.” 


His expression speaks of a story, from the clench of his jaw to the slight 
narrowing of his eyes. Percy stares, his heart beating a little faster, and he 
brings his hands up, tracing Apollo’s features, pressing his thumbs into the 
tension at his jaw and coaxing him into meeting his eyes. It escapes him, 
sometimes, how old Apollo truly is, but in moments like these he sees the 
weight of such a long existence, how much of it must make his rather 
sensitive, human heart weep. 


“Do you wanna talk about it?” Percy asks, voice low. He sees the hesitance 
in Apollo’s gaze and wonders what this could possibly be about, but he 
senses another tragic lover. It seems Wikipedia doesn’t have all the details. 
“T’m here for you too, you know? It shouldn’t be all about me.” 


“T—” Apollo swallows, and Percy sees that edge of uncertainty that he’s so 
often seen in the mirror. Like there are two parts of himself that he doesn’t 
want to let meet in the middle, and he can’t imagine how intense that 
feeling must be for someone that’s lived for so long in an environment 
where not caring for longer than maybe a couple years is the norm. “It’s not 
pretty. Obviously.” 


“You know I don’t care about pretty,” Percy presses his thumbs over his 
lips, breath catching at how Apollo doesn’t hesitate to take his hands in his 
and kiss his knuckles. “How could I? We've all done bad things. It's okay.” 


Apollo keeps silent for a few moments, his expression giving nothing away. 
Then, he sighs with what sounds like defeat, looking at Percy with 
something akin to fear. “I don't suppose you know a lot of Roman history, 
do you?” 


Percy shakes his head. “Some. Mostly, I just know some Latin.” 


“Right, well, I guess I'll just start with that,” Apollo clears his throat, 
swallowing hard. Percy can practically see him putting up his mental walls, 
filtering his emotions. “I mentioned Commodus to you, didn’t I>?” 


“Yeah,” Percy lets out in a breath, not daring to raise his voice any further 
than that. He had been shocked to hear how casually Apollo confessed to 
having killed a past lover, but the feeling didn’t last long—because of 


course something like that would’ve happened to him before. Of course he 
would’ve had to take it into his own hands. Tragedy seems to follow his 
romantic life like a particularly stubborn shadow. “You did.” 


“As an emperor, Commodus first ruled alongside his father—Marcus 
Aurelius; a smart man, a master of philosophy. Even if I couldn’t quite 
grasp some of it because of the inherent differences between humans and 
gods, I still considered him someone diligent, righteous, and exceptional. 
Commodus despised him,” Apollo takes a deep breath. His voice shifts, 
making Percy feel like he’s settling into the mindset of a storyteller, or 
perhaps getting lost in his memories. His eyes remain locked on his hold of 
Percy’s hands. “I spent Commodus’ teen years beside him, and a sliver of 
his adulthood. When his father died, making him the sole emperor, I was in 
the tent with him, and I promised him, so recklessly, without ever having 
any inkling of what he would become, that he would always have my 
blessings.” 


A cold feeling runs down Percy’s spine, at the same time his heart squeezes, 
a sharp pain going through it. Holy shit. He sits up, making Apollo rise with 
him, and tangles his hands in his hair. “Fuck, that’s... I’m so sorry I said 
that.” 


“No, no, you didn’t know,” Apollo shakes his head, chuckling softly. He 
takes Percy’s wrists in his hold, closing his eyes, visibly trying to remain 
calm. “Commodus’ years in power were marked by carnage. He was always 
hungry for glory and attention— he wasn’t that different from myself, in 
that regard. He spent most of his days playing gladiator instead of being a 
proper emperor and in the same vein, spat on the legacy of Rome, thinking 
he would be greater than it.” 


Apollo continues, swallowing. “I wanted to fool myself. I thought this 
wasn’t the boy I met, the man I saw rise, that he would come around. But I 
was blind. I infiltrated as his personal trainer to watch him closely, and 
witnessed him as he slaughtered to his heart’s desire, and threatened to do 
the same to the senators that were trying to keep him at bay, to priests of 
mine. I came to a decision when his mistress failed to poison him with a 
dosage strong enough to kill him. I prepared his bath, undressed him, and 


washed him. And then I pushed him under the water, my hands around his 
neck, and took his life. His mortal one, that is.” 


“Gods,” Percy mumbles, trailing his hands down to trace his jaw. There’s an 
underlying horror to this story that leaves him feeling strangely raw; he can 
almost picture Apollo, as reverent as he can be, knowing exactly what he’s 
going to do to Commodus and still deciding to not present himself as a god. 
Perhaps out of cowardice, perhaps to preserve Commodus’ memory of him 
untouched, in a selfish way. Perhaps because it was the only way he knew 
how to get himself to do it. “Fuck, Apollo. How— how did you keep it 
together, after that? It must’ve felt, just...” 


“T buried it,” Apollo shrugs with one shoulder, frowning. “I told myself my 
actions were in the name of Rome, but maybe I came to terms, while in my 
mortal flesh, with the fact that I just couldn’t see him like that anymore. I 
couldn’t stand it. He was ruining Rome but he was also ruining the version 
of himself that laid in my memories. I murdered him, and with his dying 
words, after I had to use my divine strength against him, he made sure to 
rightfully accuse me and remind me... I blessed him. Killing him a second 
time, in comparison, was easy. No lingering love was left in me, and I used 
my voice to kill for the first time in eternity. Men like him aren’t someone 
to weep over, and I had already grieved the boy I knew.” 


“But it still hurts,” Percy points out, catching onto what Apollo doesn’t say. 
The way he meets his eyes, shadowed by memories and feelings that must 
be both simultaneously old and new, followed by a nod, confirms it. “You 
still feel guilty about it.” 


“In a way,” Apollo presses his lips into a line, his gaze still so distant. “I 
had killed before Commodus, of course. I am god of disease and plague, of 
sudden death. I had laid waste to armies and gotten lovers and friends 
killed, on accident or in blind rage, but Commodus was easily the first time 
that I made it so personal. As much as Commodus’ death helped preserve 
Rome for a little longer and saved other lives, he would’ve been 
assassinated by other mortals, later down the line. I knew this the night I 
took his life, and I still decided to do it. For my own sake.” 


Percy looks at him, so somber, swimming so deep in the waters of his 
mistakes. He sees it so clearly, now, the way Apollo postures behind a 
smile, pretends that he doesn’t remember his pain when he does. He does, 
and vividly so. Much like Percy himself, he bottles it up, leaves it on a 
shelf, and only bothers to indulge in a drop of it once in a while, like some 
odd aging wine, only to end up spilling it everywhere instead. 


He considers Apollo has an even tighter leash on those feelings that he 
does, but then again— Apollo’s going to therapy, and trying to focus on the 
good, instead of walking around like the waking dead, much like Percy did. 


“Did you love him?” Percy asks, timid yet without apology. It’s mostly out 
of curiosity, out of a need to grasp the depth of Apollo’s feelings as much as 
he can, put himself in his shoes, even if they’re different enough individuals 
that he might never reach a hundred-percent level of understanding. Apollo 
hums, running his eyes over Percy’s features, and he sees it, there, for a 
second; a flicker of love, quickly hidden but undeniable. For him. Just for 
Percy. “You— you don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.” 


“1 didn’t love him,” Apollo says, not even hesitating. At Percy’s quiet, 
dumbfounded expression, his smile returns to his lips and Percy’s never 
seen a sight more beautiful. “Not— not the way love should be, I suppose. 
Commodus was dear to me because of our time spent together. We related 
to each other, somewhat. Or rather, the Apollo I was understood him to the 
point where it wasn’t necessary to project my own issues. It was easy to just 
be and I willingly left him before I came back into his life to kill him. He 
wasn’t... he wasn’t Hyacinthus, you could say.” 


The name sends a jolt to Percy’s heart, and a part of him wonders, selfishly, 
with an edge of insecurity to it that he despises, if he’ll ever measure up to 
him or to Daphne. But he knows that is not a fair comparison to make— not 
to himself, not to Apollo, and he already knows the answer, as well. He’Il 
never be like them, because he has no intention of breaking Apollo’s heart 
to pieces again. He has no intention of being a tragedy and a footnote. 


“Thank you,” he says, in the end, earnest and real. Apollo raises his 
eyebrows a little, perhaps sensing that Percy doesn’t just mean the story he 
told him. He clarifies for him, then. “Thank you for trusting me. I mean it.” 


Apollo’s lips part in surprise, eyes widening slightly. He stares at him for a 
couple of seconds, gathering himself, then he clears his throat. “I— yes, of 
course. You’re welcome. It’s... it’s no problem.” 


Percy holds back a smile, helplessly charmed with Apollo’s astonishment. 
He kisses him, then, fingers intertwining behind his neck to pull him closer, 
trying to convey the things he doesn’t know how to put into words yet, the 
things Apollo needs to hear but that Percy can’t quite visualize right now, 
far beyond a simple I love you. They will only become clearer with time, 
and he intends to make him listen, even if it hurts him, if it hurts them, 
because he doesn’t want Apollo to carry fear for him in his heart— or, at 
least, not fear that he believes is his own fault, in the first place, over his 
mortality and a thousand other things. It’s not what he deserves. 


The kiss deepens, as natural as sunlight reflecting on the surface of the sea, 
and Percy takes a deep breath to catch the faint scent of summer coming 
from Apollo, sighing against his lips and pulling him on top of him on the 
couch as he lays back. By the time Apollo’s hands venture under his shirt, 
he’s just about getting excited for the idea of christening his apartment— 
what’s left of it, anyways, since the kitchen counter and the couch are pretty 
much done; getting fucked against the ground sounds amazing—but then 
his doorbell rings. 


“Fuck no,” Percy snaps out, when Apollo starts getting off him. He 
chuckles at him, shaking his head, taking his hands in his when Percy tries 
to pull him in again to stop him. “Who the fuck is it?” 


“Annabeth,” Apollo provides, proving that gods can be useful sometimes. 
“Probably wondering what you’ve been up to since Christmas.” 


Percy groans, one part horror, one part regret, one part annoyance, and, very 
important: one part sexual frustration. The doorbell rings again. “Fuck, I 
should’ve known she’d come after I texted her I came back.” 


“That’s all you said to her?” Apollo laughs and Annabeth knocks, probably 
knowing that they’re here just from how distinguishable that sound is. 
“You’re such an awful texter.” 


“Shut up,” Percy rolls his eyes. “You communicate solely with emojis.” 


Apollo pouts, but Percy just ignores his protests, untangling himself from 
him so he can sit up and stand. He does, however, linger before heading to 
the door, and bends to press a kiss against his lips again, all heat and desire. 
Apollo looks a little starry-eyed afterwards, looking up at him as if he’s just 
witnessed something divine. Percy’s more than a little flustered about it. 


“We’ve got a date tonight,” Percy says, to which Apollo nods, completely 
entranced. Percy sighs. “Be sure to undress nicely.” 


Apollo proceeds to glare at the door as if Annabeth has personally offended 
him. Percy wonders, once again, at how fucking charming he is. “Fuck.” 


Apollo's known and indulged in pinning before, but perhaps never quite this 
shamelessly. As the world starts shaking winter off, every day of January 
getting closer and closer to the beginning of spring and the return of proper 
warmth and bright sunlight, his duties resume with quite a vengeance, 
matching up with Percy's classes starting. 


To his word, Apollo doesn't linger unnecessarily. They keep up through 
texting and phone calls as the days progress, and to his delight, Percy isn't 
shy about asking him to come over to keep him company, and seems 
equally delighted when Apollo randomly stops by, even if it's just for a 
couple hours, to keep him some quiet company. Telling him about 
Commodus, one of his greatest sins, had felt like purging an infection from 
an already closed wound, reopening it just to make it heal, and since then 
Apollo’s felt so connected to Percy that the time they spent apart doesn’t fill 
him with separation anxiety or insecurities. 


They have a nice little routine developing right under their noses. Even as 
he drives the sun, as he develops new diseases and helps doctors and 
scientists figure them out, as he walks, invisible, into music studios to give 
out doses of inspiration, he thinks of Percy. It makes him feel bright and 
warm to the point where he has to keep himself in check, or he might bring 
summer too soon, and Persephone would not appreciate him messing with 
the length of spring. By the end of the third week, Apollo's so pathetically 


enamored that Meg takes it upon herself to remind him to get his head out 
of the clouds. 


“You're visiting less,” she points out, though she doesn't seem angry or 
disappointed about it. In fact, she's quite thoughtful, which isn't an 
expression someone as straightforward as she often indulges in. “Why are 
you doing your gay longing all over my plants when you're dating?” 


“T can't explain it either,” Apollo sighs, quite dramatically, then reaches out 
with a hand to correct Meg's hand placement on the piano keys. “I do 
apologize for not stopping by more often, dear Meg. I guess I'm just... 
allowing myself to indulge in happiness.” 


Meg hums, and Apollo tells her to replicate that key with the piano. She just 
about manages, which is a nice sign of improvement, since Meg is the 
closest to a tone-deaf student he's ever encountered without actually falling 
into proper medical terms. But she tries, and that's all that matters, even if 
she still shoots him an unimpressed look. 


“It was about time,” she says, scrunching up her nose, like she does when 
she finds something embarrassing. Needless to say, she often finds Apollo 
embarrassing. “You were kind of too... eh.” 


“Too eh,” Apollo repeats. “Your eloquence knows no bounds.” 


“You were moping,” Meg rolls her eyes. “You had that look you always got 
where you were thinking something really stupid.” 


“T often think of stupid things around you, if previous behavior is meant to 
be considered,” Apollo leans against the side of the piano, smiling 
innocently when Meg makes a disgusted sound. She hates words so much. 
He can't blame her. “Please elaborate, and maybe I'll try to teach you that 
song you asked for again.” 


Meg straightens up, suddenly interested, and pulls no punches, as usual. 
“You were sad and miserable and no one knew why, and now you're less 
sad and miserable, and that feels nice. It bothered everyone.” 


Apollo raises his eyebrows. “Even Lu?” 


Here, Meg hesitates. “Lu said something about you wanting to be mortal. I 
told her that's silly, ‘cause you spent a whole year trying to be a god again.” 


Ah. Well, leave it to Meg to boil it down to something this simple. The 
irony and the hypocrisy doesn't escape him, of course, but hearing about it 
from Meg's eyes, who's unaware of his frankly absurd internal conflict, 
brings the pain of it back around, wiping the smile off his face. 


“You're doing that expression again,” Meg points out, and Apollo stares 
into the rhinestones of her glasses in order to avoid her accusing eyes. 
“Why are you so sad? Was Lu right?” 


“It's complicated,” Apollo admits. He doesn't want to burden her with the 
knowledge of his woes being directly related to the natural order of things, 
so he minds his words. “Godhood... I've told you, it isn't all it’s cracked up 
to be. It isn't fulfilling—not for me, at least. I'm sure others have no issues.” 


“What are you missing, then?” Meg asks, still painfully simple. Gods, 
Apollo's going to miss being hit over the head with that so much. “If you 
lack something, you look for it, right? You’ve got Percy now.” 


“Having a boyfriend doesn't magically solve all my issues,” Apollo sighs. 
“The fact that I've got him now is... part of it. Some things always hurt me, 
Meg, as you well know, and love is one of them. Regardless of its nature.” 


Perhaps flashing back to thoughts of her father, of that ant cave, Meg nods. 
“T guess it does. But...” 


She trails off, unsure, so Apollo slips onto the piano bench beside her, 
though Meg refuses to budge, always the unmovable object, the wall, the 
rock, so half his ass is hanging out. 


“Come on, McCaffrey,” he nudges her, earning a glare with no heat. Apollo 
shrugs with a grin. “But what? It isn't often I get to hear such wiseness, o' 
mighty master of unicorns.” 


Meg grunts, but there's a grin trying to display on her lips. “You taught me 
love wasn't always bad. Not if it was real. Nero was bad, my dad was good. 
He's still good even though he's dead. You are good.” 


“Ah,” Apollo lets out, taking a deep breath. That one hurts. “I see my own 
lessons are being used against me. What else will you explain so easily?” 


Meg shrugs. “I don't really know what your issue is, and you aren't sharing, 
so that's all I got. Get better advice somewhere else.” 


Apollo laughs, shaking his head. “Right, Meg, you've said too many 
sentences today, haven't you?” 


“Get off my bench,” Meg says, instead of answering to his dig, kicking him 
in the shin. Apollo stands up, biting back a fond smile, and Meg looks up at 
him, blinking. “I haven't seen Lester in a while.” 


Oh. “I... I suppose I feel like I've outgrown him, despite my best attempts. I 
can't hide in his flesh for the rest of my days, Meg. I apologize if this 
appearance is jarring to you.” 


“Nah,” Meg waves it off. “Makes sense. You're Apollo, but you're also 
Lester. Doesn't matter what dummy you wear. I just thought it was funny.” 


Apollo snorts. “And why is that?” 
Meg shrugs again, ever casual. “Percy likes blonds.” 


He laughs so hard that he almost cracks the window's crystals. Oh, Meg 
McCaffrey. What a delight. So simple, yet so fulfilling. Apollo can barely 
believe how much he'll miss this gremlin of a human being, more of a little 
sister than some of his rather numerous siblings have ever been. He 
supposes he'll find out one day, and deal with it in the same measure he'll 
have to when he eventually has to let Percy go. 


Human life is precious. He used to think that knowing death is coming at 
some point could be nothing but horrifying, and envied how well they all 
handle it. Now, he knows, the only way to live a full life is to embrace the 


fact that every minute counts. For a god, time is irrelevant. Time is 
meaningless unless it is important to keep the flames of western civilization 
burning. They can never lead fulfilled lives; they'll always lust after this 
new thing, this new person, this new art, in an attempt to make eternity a 
little more endurable. 


But here, trying to teach Meg a song, having the bright thoughts of Percy in 
the forefront of his mind, he breathes in the scent of soil and life, and thinks 
this is enough. For this Apollo, for the Apollo after Lester, this will be 
enough. Lester Papadopoulos will never be forgotten, tied to his essence as 
he is, but heroes die, and Lester did his duty. It isn't fair of him to exploit 
him to live a fantasy in which he gets to pretend that grief isn't in his future. 


This will be enough, and then, eventually... he'll rebuild, from whatever's 
left of him after Thanatos does his duty. It is the best way to honor them, in 
the end. 


Fuck, Percy missed swimming. While they had practice throughout 
December it was very much quietly agreed upon that the real hardcore 
training would pick up in January, with the pool heated a couple more 
degrees and a new training regimen being implemented. The last three 
weeks have been a lot of fun, and made him realize exactly how much he 
missed the burn of training and challenging himself. 


In truth, Percy's heart hasn't been into the sport for a while, but after New 
York he feels revitalized and ready to set himself and his records straight for 
when meets start up again. Their trainer, a middle aged woman and 
daughter of one of the fifty Nereids—Percy can never remember which one 
—and former Olympic athlete, notices, of course, and pats him on the back, 
shooting him a look clearly meant to signal her approval. 


Percy has a feeling he might be offered the co-captain spot again come 
regional competition season, and he's honestly not against the idea as of yet. 
It wasn’t an easy realization to make, that his awkwardness towards his 
teammates was also a result of his self-isolation, on an emotional level, 
from everyone around him, but now that he's embracing this again, it feels 
fantastic to be back. 


Joey Barton comes up to him after practice is done, foregoing the locker 
room. They’re still dripping wet all over the benches around the pool; Percy 
is just about to grab his towel and do the bare minimum of drying up, just 
enough to get dressed and take a shower at home since he’s meeting up with 
Apollo tonight, when Joey’s hand lands on his shoulder with a rather loud 
sound, startling him. 


“Hey, Percy,” he starts, flashing a, quite literally considering his parentage, 
winning smile at him. As if someone might pop up any second to hand him 
a medal and take a picture. He’s a nice enough guy, far more moderate than 
the Victor twins at Camp Half-Blood regarding his competitiveness, with 
dark hair and bright eyes, shorter than he is but with enough confidence to 
make up for it. “How’ve you been? Heard you were out of town for New 
Year’s.” 


Percy considers the emotion of those last few weeks of the year and shrugs. 
He feels awkward, since he’s never been one for small talk after practice, 
but he tries to sound upbeat, considering he’s in a good mood. “It was okay. 
I got to go home, you know, visit camp. Have you ever been to Long Island, 
actually?” 


“To the Greek camp, you mean?” Joey asks, and Percy holds back a wince. 
He knows he doesn’t mean to separate them like that, but considering the 
almost civil war, and the multiple diplomatic exchanges since, not to 
mention the friendship between camps, it is awkward to hear Camp Half- 
Blood referred to by anything other than its name or location. “No, but I 
was actually hoping to talk to you about that.” 


“Oh?” Percy asks, a nervous feeling creeping up on him. He twists the 
towel in his hands, avoiding eye contact as he shrugs off the hand on his 
shoulder as casually as he can, with the excuse of drying his hair. Joey 
looks at him with a smile, and he notices his eyes wandering—yeah, this 
may not be as friendly as he was hoping it would be. “You want me to talk 
to Frank or Hazel about giving camp a visit? There’s a cabin for your 
mother, you know.” 


“Nah, I’m not trying to use you to get a comfy travel seat to New York,” 
Joey laughs, shaking his head and ending the gesture with a rather 


flirtatious smile. As if the idea is silly, even though Percy’s indeed been 
approached by people for that exact reason. Or to get out of chores, or 
punishments, or drills, or training, just because he’s a former praetor. He 
understands why it happens, as annoying as it is; it isn’t like Hazel and 
Frank don’t get it on a daily basis themselves. “I was actually wondering if 
you could show me around New York some time.” 


That snaps Percy’s mind back to attention, dropping the thoughts of social 
climbers to refocus on that suggestion, taken aback. “Uh, what? You mean 
like, are you going to New York soon and you need a guide? ‘Cause I have 
a few friends that could, you know, do that, if you’re looking to avoid the 
usual diplomatic visits...” 


“C’mon, Percy,” Joey crosses his arms, tilting his head. His expression 
shifts from flirtatious to indulgent, like he thinks he’s being coy. “Don’t be 
dense. You know what I mean.” 


“Oh,” Percy swallows. He’s beyond confused, and this exchange is going 
from kind of awkward to painful real fast. “I really don’t, dude.” 


“T heard you’re into guys now,” Joey says, completely out of left field. 
Percy raises his eyebrows, but nothing about his surprise at the sudden shift 
in topic seems to make him hesitate. Sure, Percy noticed that he was 
probably, uh, looking at him too closely, but a lot of people do that, reason 
number one being that he’s been told that, for a twice-savior of Olympus, he 
isn’t that impressive-looking. “And I thought that we could, you know, get 
to know each other better, since I’ve caught you looking...” 


Ah, shit. Percy suddenly remembers almost two months back now, around 
mid-December, how his breakthrough on his sexuality had left him 
unbalanced and looking at men, completely puzzled about whether there 
would be an apparent difference now. It seems Joey might have 
misunderstood the situation, which he can’t blame him for. He had caught 
him looking. 


“Look, man, I’m really sorry, but there’s been a little misunderstanding 
here,” Percy starts, only to get interrupted. 


“Are you not fully out yet?” Joey asks, it’s his turn now to raise his 
eyebrows in shock. That quickly turns into a frown, evidently disbelieving 
with how he looks Percy up and down. “I mean, I get that, but if that’s the 
case I can always help you out, you know, letting go of women isn’t easy 
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Percy almost chokes. “What the hell are you talking about?” 


Joey grabs a water bottle off the bench, gesturing up and down at Percy 
with it. Awkwardness is quickly giving away to annoyance, and he stares at 
the bottle, considers making it burst, but decides that’s a little too much, too 
soon. Maybe the situation can be saved. 


“Finding guys to date is complicated,” Joey says, either oblivious to the 
reason Percy’s so confused or purposely ignoring it. “You’d think it’d be 
easier when dealing with demigods, considering almost no one around here 
is straight, but it’s still tough. If I had known that you’re into guys earlier, I 
would have asked you out before, but if you’re still wrestling with that stuff 
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“T’m really not, dude,” Percy shakes his head, frowning at him. His 
relationship with Annabeth was very much real, and so is his relationship 
with Apollo. He’s baffled he seemingly hasn’t heard about that, or maybe 
he doesn’t care he’s with a god. “T still like girls—” 


“Oh, cool, so you’re bi,” Joey nods along. “That’s cool too, I guess—” 


Percy resists the urge to snap at him that he really doesn’t care to define his 
sexuality—or gender, for that matter—trying to remain focused. He decides 
to stop being subtle about this, since he’s starting to get an idea of just how 
deeply deluded Joey is, going right for the knock-out. “I’m not interested in 
having a date with you, man, sorry. I’m taken.” 


Joey raises his eyebrows. “I mean, I’ve caught you looking.” 
“Right, and I’m really sorry about that, but I wasn’t trying to... imply 


anything, or give you signals,” Percy clarifies, but Joey’s expression 
remains skeptical. Gods, just let the Minotaur loose on him again, it’d be 


easier than dealing with this shit. “I was just confused about some things, I 
shouldn’t have been staring at you, seriously. Also, again, I’m taken now.” 


“T haven’t heard anything about that,” Joey frowns, completely disregarding 
the rest of his words. “I mean, I did hear you were hooking up with 
someone, but—” 


“Yeah, that would be my boyfriend,” Percy sighs, and takes his towel off 
his neck, to have something to do with his hands. He’s considering just 
bailing and fixing this later, because it’s really starting to get on his nerves 
and he was in such a good mood before. “Listen, man, I’m sorry, but there’s 
been a misunderstanding here and I’m really not interested in showing you 
around New York, so...” 


“Maybe we could get some coffee instead,” Joey suggests. Percy stares in 
silence, wondering how someone can be this bad at reading the room, and 
then he remembers how self-centered the Victor twins can be on their path 
to victory. Ah, well, seems like he’s the metaphorical trophy here. Joey isn’t 
likely to give in easily, and just to prove this, he opens his stupid mouth 
again. “Or, if you’re not into that, catch a movie—” 


“Nope, thank you,” Percy breaks in. “Again, I have a boyfriend.” 
“Hooking up with someone isn’t the same thing as dating.” 


Oh, wow, okay, he’s out. He tried. Hades be damned, this guy is truly 
something. “Alright, you know what, I’m gonna leave you to figure out 
what the word no means—” 


“Aw, come on, Percy, don’t be like that.” 
“T’m telling coach about this, too, so—” 


“Percy—” Joey pauses, eyes widening. On cue, a hand settles around 
Percy’s waist, seemingly out of nowhere, and the air becomes warm around 
them, almost suffocating. He falls back into it without thinking, the aura 
familiar enough that he doesn’t even hesitate, and Joey’s no-doubt 
infuriating words seem to have gotten stuck in his throat. “Uh.” 


He seems dumbfounded as Apollo presses his chest against Percy’s back; 
it’s too close to be anything but possessive and a tad inappropriate in public, 
when he’s only in his swimsuit, so Percy’s face turns red, at the same time 
that Joey recognizes the gesture for what it is and goes pale. Seems he 
really wasn’t aware of who the fuck Percy was ‘hooking up’ with, or he 
might have given this whole thing a second thought. 


“Hi!” Apollo says, cheery and light, but Percy can hear the anger behind it, 
and when he turns his face to look, his smile looks sharp enough to cut Joey 
into tiny pieces. No doubt noticing, Joey lets out a whimper, and Percy’s 
mind is filled with all those infamous stories of Apollo’s rage. “I think 
Percy’s said no quite enough times, wouldn’t you agree? Don’t overstay 
your welcome.” 


Joey swallows. “Lord Apollo, I’m so sorry—” 


Apollo makes a dismissive gesture with his hand, the one not branding a 
bruise over Percy’s hip, fingertips running playfully over the hem of his 
swimsuit. “And do make sure that everyone knows Percy’s taken, and by 
whom, alright? Wouldn’t want any more misinformation going around, like 
the one you were given. It would be a shame if I had to handle that myself.” 


“T—” Joey starts, perhaps just trying to confirm that he would, but Apollo 
isn’t looking at him anymore, instead leaning his chin on Percy’s shoulder 
and humming while staring at Percy’s hands around his towel. After such a 
display of exactly how irrelevant he finds him, Joey proves to have a brain 
and takes that as his cue to leave, tail between his legs, and he doesn’t look 
back. 


Percy turns towards Apollo, frowning. “You didn’t have to—” 


Lips are on his. It’s such a fluid, quick movement, that Percy doesn’t 
process it until it’s happening, Apollo’s mouth sliding hot and soft over his, 
turning his knees into jelly as he reciprocates and feels his tongue, teasing 
and playful, lick at his lips. It’s the kind of kiss they usually have in private. 
Wow. Okay. So, he's obviously jealous. 


Apollo pulls away with a self-satisfied smile. “Having a good day, Percy?” 


Percy’s only response, as his brain readjusts, is to gape at him. Then, once 
he remembers who he is, where he is, and what he was doing, he finds his 
annoyance, one different from the one he felt towards Joey, and scowls at 
him. 


“T had that handled,” he says, meeting Apollo’s eyes, trying not to sound 
sulky and childish, but Apollo seems to be taking him seriously, holding his 
gaze. Percy sighs, figuring this is just a rather intense display of the 
jealousy Apollo’s so known for. It could’ve been worse, but he still doesn’t 
like it. “Don’t fight my battles.” 


Apollo’s lips curl in dissatisfaction. “I wasn’t going to stand there and 
watch.” 


“And I’m glad you didn’t,” Percy agrees, pressing his lips together. “But I 
had that handled, okay? You don’t need to put the fear of the gods in people 
to get them to fuck off, no matter how annoying they’re being. Help me 
escape instead. I told you I would forgive your jealousy if you didn’t go 
overboard.” 


Apollo sighs, and takes Percy’s hands in his, squeezing them as he stares at 
the floor for a moment. He takes a deep breath, and lets it out slowly; Percy 
can practically see the anger leaving him with it, his temper back under 
control. When Apollo looks up again, he seems embarrassed. 


“Sorry,” he says, loud and clear, not hesitating. Percy rolls his eyes and 
smiles at him, squeezing his hands back. Apollo’s expression becomes 
sheepish. “I’m really sorry. I just—well, you know. I have no idea how you 
kept your cool with him for so long.” 


“Oh, I didn’t,” Percy scrunches up his nose. What a mess. “I meant what I 
said, I’m telling the coach about this. This whole situation is bad for the 
team.” 


“Right,” Apollo nods, sighing. Then he makes a sound like he’s just been 
hit with how unpleasant this whole thing was. “Did he just ruin our date 
night?” 


“Nah,” Percy snorts, bringing Apollo’s hands up to his lips so he can plant a 
kiss on each. “Let me get dressed so I can take a shower at my place, and 
you can sit on my couch and look pretty while I make empanadas.” 


“Fuck,” Apollo lets out in a breath, looking at Percy completely starry- 
eyed, like he’s the most wonderful thing he’s ever seen. “I—” 


He chokes on the words, catching himself, freezing. Percy stares as 
Apollo’s expression hardens, just so, forced into cheerfulness that feels a lot 
less real. His heartbeat going crazy, it dawns on him what Apollo almost let 
slip, and it’s his turn to force himself to act natural. 


“Let’s go,” Apollo says instead, smiling, trailing his eyes over his body. 
“Not that I don’t mind you in a swimsuit, but I don’t want to parade you 
around campus and all the way to your place like this.” 


Percy swallows, forcing back a sigh, and nods. “Yeah, just—just give me a 
minute.” 


He’d like to pretend he only needs that moment to get dressed, but the truth 
is, his heart feels like it's been sucker-punched and the excuse of getting 
dressed is the best he has in order to gather his breath. Fuck, Apollo’s 
hesitation hurts more than he thought it would. A part of him thinks this is 
fine; he’d like to have at least another month of them being together— 
counting from the first night of Saturnalia, as ‘unofficial’ as that was— 
under his belt in order to get himself and his feelings in proper order before 
saying big things like that, but the rest feels like he’s just been snubbed, 
robbed of a beautiful moment. 


He focuses on the first part. This kind of conversation can wait a little 
longer, so that everything from last month finishes settling. He’s meeting 
Asclepius this Sunday and work for his classes is starting to pile up. He 
needs to take it one step at a time, for both his sake and Apollo’s. 


It still hurts though. 
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Apollo hasn't seen Asclepius since around mid-December. He's kept up 
with him, of course, through casual text messages, but it's different to be 
standing in front of him, knowing he's not only his son, but his therapist. 
For mortals this might be a conflict of interests; for gods, if they seek the 
best mental health counselors, it's either Asclepius or his half-brother 
Dionysius. And even then, everyone's related, so— yeah, there's not much 
else to settle with. It's going to be complicated either way. 


Asclepius' office in Berkeley is quite inconspicuous. Lodged between a 
gym and a small residential building, it stands two stories tall, with enough 
rooms for every sort of medical use that could come up, and it's all white 
tile, wooden floors, big windows with sunlight streaming inside, and 
enough plants to make even Demeter approve. The waiting room doesn't 
have those uncomfortable rows of chairs that other places may have, but 
rather colorful, matching couches, a coffee machine, and a playground area 
for children tucked into a corner, opposite the reception desk. Across the 
globe, Asclepius' offices resemble this one in almost every detail, changing 
only to be in harmony with what might be culturally appropriate. 


All in all, Apollo couldn't have designed this place much better—mostly 
because this is already his work, a nice little idea he had as a gift for his 
son. Athena and Aphrodite like to forget that he can play architect and 
interior designer too, when he feels like it, but he's above shoving it in their 
faces, because then Troy is brought up again. Ugh. Goddesses. 


He and Percy are the only ones present today, at least for the afternoon. 
Apollo suspects that Asclepius might have cleared his schedule for them, 
which wouldn't surprise him, but the thought is a little, well... unbalancing. 


“Are you nervous?” He asks Percy, who's anxiously twisting the sleeves of 
his hoodie as they wait on a couch, trying to get his mind off his own 
nervousness. Asclepius loves him, of course, holds nothing against him and 
knows Apollo loves him back, madly so, but a part of him, the little Lester, 
is still worried he might turn back and rightfully accuse him of murdering 
his mother. They're, uh, working on that guilt. It’s been slow-going. 


Percy looks at him, then up and down the length of his body, and raises an 
eyebrow. “Are you nervous?” 


The receptionist today, Hygieia—his granddaughter, who doesn't usually 
work for her father so she's definitely here just to take a look at her 
grandpa's new boyfriend—lets out a giggle, claiming Percy's attention. She 
meets his eyes from across the room with those cornflower blues of hers, 
shrugging. 


“Sorry, Mr. Jackson,” she says, lips twitching with humor. Apollo crosses 
his arms and pretends he is not affected by his family's amusement. “I don't 
mean to eavesdrop, but grandpa always gets nervous before seeing dad. It's 
a regular occurence. Last time, he brought a ukulele with him.” 


Percy snorts, and covers a smile with his hand, side-eyeing Apollo. “Did 
he?” 


“He did. And everyone loved it,’ Apollo sighs, but Percy nudges his side 
with his elbow and he allows himself a sheepish grin, looking at Hygieia. 
“Please don't sell me out to my boyfriend, dear. I'd hate to randomly forget 
your birthday.” 


Hygieia rolls her eyes. “And we both know who would be the most upset 
about that, old man.” 


“She's great,” Percy comments, as Apollo pouts his outrage at the nerve of 
her generation, speechless. Not that she's wrong; he hates forgetting 


birthdays. Percy turns back to Hygieia. “That statue Leo told us all about 
really did you no justice.” 


“She's nasty,” Hygieia huffs. “Lord Zeus doesn't have the best taste...” 


“Finally, I relate to this conversation,” Apollo taps his feet on the floor and 
looks at Percy, leaning in to do a stage-whisper. “If you ask me, it should've 
been a statue of my person—” 


“Not this again,” Hygieia mumbles, exasperated, but they both know he’s 
just joking. Apollo sends her an air kiss, which she grabs with her fist and 
tucks inside her pocket. Percy watches them with a little smile, looking a lot 
less nervous. Hygieia winks at him and stands from her desk, walking 
towards Asclepius' office with paperwork in her hands. “Be right back!” 


The second she leaves them alone, Percy clears his throat. “So, why isn't 
Asclepius, uh, under house-arrest anymore?” 


“T— well,” Apollo pauses, but he decides softening the blow isn't necessary 
when it comes to Percy. “I had a rather heated discussion with my father 
when I realized I hadn't seen my son outside of official events and 
occasional doctor visits in about a century or two, because of his insistence 
that he would run wild and resurrect people. We came to a deal. There 
might have been screaming, and thundering, and a nasty allergy season as a 
result. I'm pretty sure I almost got turned back into Lester.” 


“Oh, wow,” Percy blinks, then frowns, picking at the remnants of polish on 
his nails. He looks so good when he’s thinking, Apollo has to keep back a 
dreamy sigh. “How did I not hear of this?” 


“Not many did, to be fair,” Apollo admits, holding back a wince. Artemis 
had been livid when she found out he did such a thing without consulting 
her first, which she doesn’t often do, but she would hate seeing him as a 
mortal again. “When my father compromises, he would rather it doesn't... 
spread much, you could say. Besides, you were preoccupied with your own 
life. Godly gossip is irrelevant in comparison.” 


“T feel like I would've known about it if I had actually tried being your 
friend,” Percy says, which catches him completely off guard. Percy stares at 
his dumbfounded expression, blushing, biting his lip red. “Just, you know. I 
wasn't the most receptive to your attempts to talk. Sorry, I guess.” 


Apollo gapes at him—definitely not at his lips—then nods. “I mean, sure, 
it's not like my hero worship for you was hurt by any of that, to be honest, 
and you were still quite nice, not to mention beautiful to look at, so it's 
alright—” 


“Gods,” Percy buries his face in his hands, ears red. “You did not just say 
you felt hero worship for me.” 


“T feel that for you, present tense,” Apollo shrugs, and holds back a laugh 
when Percy makes a sound of mortification. “You're quite a wonderful, 
smart, brave, gorgeous hero, Perseus. Did you think for a second that I 
wasn't salivating—?” 


“You're awful,” Percy protests, shaking his head. “You were not salivating 
for me. That’s ridiculous.” 


“T often forgot you had a girlfriend before you and Annabeth broke up,” 
Apollo shrugs again, not biting back a smirk to hide his over-exaggeration, 
and Percy stares at him in shock, then skepticism. “Mostly before I was 
Lester, to be fair, so don’t worry about my sinful thoughts about you, baby. 
I was maybe dimly aware of it in the years leading up to your singlehood. 
Too distracted by your charm—” 


“That's bullshit. You're a bad liar,” Percy rolls his eyes, picking apart his 
words with far more skill than most ancient interpreters of his prophecies. 
“You knew, you just preferred to focus on me. It explains why you were so 
weirdly polite to Annabeth all the time, asshole.” 


“What can I say?” Apollo sighs, dramatically fanning his face with his 
hand. “I see a snarky pretty boy with big bottom energy, and I—” 


“If you finish that sentence, I'm leaving,” Percy breaks in, and Apollo 
promptly snaps his mouth shut. He's not taking any risks. Percy smiles at 


him. “That’s the weirdest way to say you had a crush on me. You’re 
ridiculous.” 


“How could I resist you?” Is his line of defense, and judging by how Percy's 
ears turn red and he rolls his eyes again, it works. Planting a kiss against his 
forehead, Apollo pulls back to make an attempt to move the conversation 
towards more present matters, though. “Are you going to be okay in there? 
Having no regrets so far?” 


Percy hesitates. “A few regrets, actually. I think I should've brought, like, a 
plant, or a few donuts, you know, to break the ice. Also picked more 
comfortable pants—” 


“You ass looks great in those, though—” 


“Apollo,” Percy groans, his tone between exasperated and amused. He has 
to be honest and admit he prefers it when the sound comes out of pleasure, 
but alas, this way is cute too. “I've been to a therapist before. Several times. 
I know the drill. You don't need to distract me with jokes, though I do 
appreciate you being here.” 


Apollo shoots him a nervous smile. “Asclepius isn't like the usual type.” 


“Neither am I,” Percy points out, and he has to concede him that victory. It's 
true. “Who knows? Maybe he'll walk out on me.” 


“Unlikely, Mr. Jackson!” Hygieia comes back into the room, her hands now 
free of paperwork. Her smile is as serene as ever, as she approaches their 
couch, and she looks at Percy with kind eyes, smile lines wrinkling her skin 
at the corners. “My father is a stubborn man. It takes dedication to bring 
back the dead, and if he can deal with Lord Ares, he can probably take it 
all.” 


“Scary,” Percy mumbles, narrowing his eyes at her. He takes in her nurse 
scrubs covered in smiley faces and Hygieia doesn’t even flinch under the 
scrutiny of the focused, deep-green gaze of a child of the sea. A doctor’s 
backbone runs through her blood, and besides that, well, she’s his. A legacy 
of a god of sailors has no business treating the sea with anything but the 


same level of intensity if they want to come out alive. Asclepius is well 
aware of this, which makes him worry about Percy’s impressions of how 
this might go. “Are all of you this high energy?” 


“On a good day!” Hygieia gestures at the hallway next to the reception 
desk, digging her hands in her pockets. She throws a wink at Apollo, and a 
reassuring smile at Percy. “Dad is ready for you if you're ready, Mr. 
Jackson. All in good faith and good health.” 


“Just Percy is fine,” he says, for about the tenth time since they arrived, 
standing up. Apollo stands with him, and catches his hand, squeezing it in 
support. Percy meets his eyes and sighs, obviously nervous, but not a drop 
of regret in his eyes. “Uh, could you walk me there?” 


Hygieia raises her eyebrows a little, and Apollo can't blame her. It's one 
thing to bring someone over for a doctor’s appointment, another one 
entirely to bring a significant other to Asclepius, specifically, without 
brushing off the seriousness of the relationship or giving some sort of 
disclaimer. He has no doubt all of her sisters will hear about this, then the 
Muses, and the Graces, and so on and so forth. Apollo doesn't think Percy 
realizes how... uncommon this is, how unique. He can't remember the last 
time he did this, if ever. But at the same time, he doesn't really care what 
people will say, or how new it is. He likes it this way, and he knows Percy 
appreciates this with all his heart already. 


“Of course,” Apollo says, easy and warm, and shoots Hygieia a sheepish 
smile. “Do you mind if I take it from here?” 


“Not at all,” Hygieia nods at him, an unspoken understanding going through 
them. Then she looks at Percy, her expression a little more serious. “Please 
take care of him, Percy. He needs it. It's been a pleasure to meet you!” 


Before Percy can react, Hygieia vanishes into the air, leaving only the soft 
scent of lavender soap and antiseptic behind. Percy blinks at where she 
stood, then shakes his head. 


“T kinda forgot she was a goddess,” he admits, and Apollo laughs, pulling 
him in for a kiss. Percy snorts. “Let's just get this over with, please.” 


Apollo leads him to Asclepius' office on the second floor. It's not that long 
of a trek but Apollo keeps Percy's hand in his own, pretending that they 
aren't both a little sweaty, because this is getting to him as much as it’s 
gonna get to Percy by the time his appointment with his son is over. It 
doesn’t help that this is their first time meeting, particularly for the context 
of them dating. It’s a lot to process, because he knows he’s way past the 
point of no return with Percy—has been for a while now, and it’s refreshing 
to be happy with that, to be overcome with love and not regret it. He hopes 
his family can come to understand that. 


Once they're at his door, Percy stares at the plate listing off all of Asclepius' 
degrees, eyes widening like he wants to believe they’re a joke but knows 
they’re not. Apollo does him the courtesy of knocking, wanting to rip off 
this band-aid just as much as he does. Asclepius opens his door barely two 
seconds later, expecting them. He looks at Apollo first, dark eyes warm, 
kind smile wide, and then he shifts to Percy and stretches his hand out for a 
handshake, ever the professional. 


“Percy Jackson,” Asclepius says, setting his other hand on top of Percy's 
when he takes his hand, shaking with enthusiasm. Apollo can see the cogs 
in his brain already turning, mind swirling with thoughts and ideas, taking 
in every detail of Percy that he can. Percy, for his part, seems flabbergasted, 
blinking fast but still managing to participate in the handshake, if a little 
more hesitantly. “Oh, I've been waiting for this day. I hadn't seen my 
grandmother Leto in centuries before your little crew found me. I meant to 
thank you all, but, well—” 


“Leo died,” Percy chokes out, while Apollo internally dies of mortification. 
That took a dark turn rather fast, and the rest of Percy’s words don’t help. 
“Then he came back, and Jason died. I get how that could be, uh, a little... 
awkward, considering the charmspeak, and the cure.” 


Asclepius nods, letting go of his hand. He glances at Apollo for a quick 
second, as if to make sure he’s listening, no doubt trying to send him a 
message. Expression serious, he sighs. “I’ve kept correspondence with Ms. 
McLean, so there aren’t any hard feelings regarding all that business. Let’s 
just say Lord Zeus had... different priorities regarding the repartition of his 
divine wrath between certain parties.” 


There’s an awkward moment of silence, as the three of them ignore the 
elephant in the room—that being himself, of course. Sometimes, being the 
center of attention is just bad for the soul, though as a god, Apollo very 
much lacks one, so it’s more like a vibe check gone very, very wrong. 
Asclepius continues as if nothing happened when he does nothing other 
than cough awkwardly into his fist, avoiding eye contact. 


“Still, I would like to offer my deepest condolences, Mr. Jackson,” 
Asclepius bows his head slightly, and Apollo sees Percy’s breath catch. It’s 
not often that a god says something like that, so simply, with no other 
intentions, and that must be quite the culture shock for him. Apollo holds 
back a sigh. “Jason Grace was a fine young man, but he went out like a true 
Roman with a brilliant legacy, and there is no higher honor than that for 
them. I still remember the prescription for his eyewear. As you know, I'm in 
the business of avoiding death, but we shall envy Thanatos, this once, for 
getting to deliver his soul to Elysium.” 


“Thank you,” Percy says. He seems a little shocked, either because of his 
genuine sympathy or from how fast Asclepius’ managed to get a big source 
of possible awkwardness between them out of the way for their session, 
even if at the expense of mentioning Apollo’s punishment. “And, I, uh— 
thank you for having me. You can just call me Percy.” 


“No problem at all. A patient is always a joy. Like I said, I've been looking 
forward to today,” Asclepius smiles, gaze shifting towards Apollo before 
his eyes snap back to Percy, and he holds his office door open for him. “If 
you come right in, I'll be with you in a moment.” 


Percy shifts his eyes between them, nodding. “Uh, sure. Apollo... I, uh, 
guess I'll see you in two hours?” 


“Absolutely,” Apollo mumbles, and brings Percy's knuckles to his lips, 
giving him a reassuring smile. “It'll go better than you think.” 


Asclepius chooses not to comment, lips twitching. No doubt silently 
agreeing. Oh, Percy's going to come out of this one... well, with a rather 
novel perspective on therapists, at the very least. Percy goes in with one last 
look at Apollo, and Asclepius closes the door behind his back. 


“Dad,” he starts, with a tone that reminds him much of Artemis, earning an 
instant wince. He shouldn’t have let her be his babysitter so often as he 
grew up. “A delight to see you. Were you planning on formally announcing 
your relationship to the family, or is the chaotic rumor mill of Olympus 
enough of a confirmation in your eyes?” 


“T didn't plan for him, or for how captivated I would be,” Apollo sighs, 
trying not to think of what happened by that pool, how he almost sent them 
both spiraling out of control. He truly did not plan for Percy, or anything 
that came with him. It wounds him at the same time it soothes him. “My 
apologies, son, and I promise that I’ll get you up to speed, but I've missed 
you. It is good to see you again now that winter isn’t sucking the life out of 
me.” 


Asclepius pouts his lips, a bad habit he caught from him. “You didn't stop 
by for Saturnalia.” 


“Yes, I did,” Apollo frowns, mirroring his pout. “My Roman aspect did, and 
I gave you and Spike a present. You wound me deeply, you know? How 
could I forget?” 


“Oh,” Asclepius tilts his head, twiddling his thumbs. He's always been 
scatterbrained when it comes to his two personalities; Apollo won't take 
direct responsibility for that trait of his, regardless of what Artemis claims. 
It’s far more likely to be the result of the remnants of his demigod ADHD. 
“Right. Sorry, dad. I've missed seeing patients so much, it's truly all I can 
focus on. And when you told me I was meeting Percy Jackson, well, I had 
to prepare—and Spike really did enjoy his new sweater, now that I recall.” 


Apollo stares at him, thinking about how immortality hasn't changed him 
that much, how time really does fly, and extends out his arms, holding back 
a smile. “Come here. You told me we should practice the affection part 
more. I wish to hug that brilliant brain of yours.” 


He falls into the hug without a hiccup, far less awkwardly than it’s been for 
them since he was still a demigod. As much as Apollo considers himself an 
affectionate father, Asclepius has always been the spitting image of 
someone too clever for the passage of time, always in motion, always busy. 


He could easily give Hermes a run for his money, and Apollo has always 
felt like such a simple gesture like this escaped him once Asclepius became 
a god, between how self-focused they can both be, forgetting about the 
outside world for a time. Now, it's easy, it's warm. It was worth it to fight 
Zeus on this. 


It occurs to him, during the few seconds that the hug lasts, how odd the 
sight must be for outsiders—for mortals. Asclepius always looks to be 
around his mid-thirties, as that is the image that stuck the most with people, 
with patients, with worshippers, and was around the point in his life in 
which he ascended to godhood. In contrast, Apollo is obviously rarely older 
than twenty-something, a perpetual Greek youth, athletic and beautiful and 
timeless. But the love is the same, and he still remembers when Asclepius 
was but a child, pulling at the edge of his longbow to claim his attention, 
attentively listening to Chiron's lessons, showing off his healing skills with 
nothing but determination to make them better and bigger, to make 
medicine a true art for the ages. Artemis was a precocious babysitter and 
Leto was like a mother to him, because he deprived him of one. He can only 
be thankful he gets to have hugs at all. 


“That guilt, Apollo,” Asclepius pats his shoulder, shaking his head at him, 
always observant. He probably couldn't stop even if he wanted to. “You 
already know how I feel about it. And don’t forget what we’ve talked about, 
regarding Jason Grace, either.” 


Apollo sighs, shaking his head. He does know, and he doesn’t forget, but he 
can’t always be good at it. “You're too good and bright to be mine. There 
must have been a fluke.” 


“You’re funny. Give yourself some credit, dad,” Asclepius chuckles, and 
then taps the door. “Patient is waiting, but we'll talk next week, same place, 
and same time, correct? And you’ll tell me about your boyfriend?” 


“Yes, of course,” Apollo nods, and just because he's too soft: “Be nice to 
him.” 


“I'm always nice!” Asclepius exclaims, then opens the door and goes in, 
exchanging a last reassuring smile with him and giving him a thumbs up 


before it closes. 


Apollo stares at it for longer than is socially acceptable, considering this is a 
therapist's office. Then he whispers a blessing aimed at Percy, with no real 
power but all of his good wishes in it, crossing his fingers. He has a good 
feeling about this, but he wishes he could hold his hand through it. This is 
something Percy has to face alone, however, and as much as it sucks to 
stand by and watch, only able to offer as much support as Percy allows, it's 
the only way he'll move forward. 


Turning, he makes the walk back to the reception desk to see if Hygieia 
hung back and might want to kill a few minutes with him, but his phone 
buzzes, and a quick glance sees a text message from Athena, announcing 
her location and intended schedule. Ah, well, she's earlier than they agreed 
upon, but she almost always is, and they have work to do. Might as well get 
his mind off Percy Jackson for a bit. 


Percy looks around Asclepius' office as he talks to Apollo. It’s a nice 
enough place, with bookshelves and a TV, several medical degrees hanging 
from the wall make him feel real pressure about his aspiring career, and 
flowers that he recognizes from the ones that grow around Cabin Seven 
back at camp. The desk is made of wood, with a desktop PC and several 
folders of paperwork on top of it, and the chair across from it is rather 
comfortable to sit on; a loveseat and a couch compliment the room, making 
it quite cozy-feeling. 


There’s only one problem: 


A staff leaning against the back of his chair with a huge-ass snake wrapped 
around it. Now, he vaguely remembers Leo mentioning a snake back when 
they were on the Argo, but it’s a different deal to see it in the flesh—mainly 
because, like he said, it’s rather big, and staring at him like it's wondering 
why he hasn’t offered it a snack yet, all while wearing a red Christmas 
sweater that matches nicely with its green scales. He isn’t really scared of 
snakes, and he has met George and Martha, but this one hasn’t spoken to 
him and it’s maintaining eye contact with him quite well. 


“Ah, I see you’ve met Spike!” Asclepius says from behind him, startling 
him, but Percy manages not to jump in his seat. He turns his head to see 
Asclepius walk towards him and then around the desk, until he’s taking the 
staff and settling into his own chair. Fearlessly, he pets the snake, Spike, 
and it makes a low hissing sound that could almost be called a satisfied 
purr, if snakes purred. “He’s a bit of a grumpy one. I hope you don’t mind 
him?” 


“He’s fine,” Percy says. He feels a lot better knowing the snake has a dog 
name and likes pets. “I’m guessing he doesn’t talk?” 


Spike hisses and starts slithering his way down his staff. As he goes, he 
loses the sweater, heading towards a terrarium in a corner of the room, and 
Asclepius watches him while shaking his head. 


“I see you’ve met George and Martha,” Asclepius guesses, and Percy 
confirms with a nod. They’re good snakes. “He doesn’t really get along 
with them, but he’s just being dramatic today. A family idiosyncrasy, you 
see.” 


Percy snorts. “Really? Hadn’t noticed.” 


Asclepius smiles, and Percy’s taken aback again by how much he doesnt 
look like Apollo. With his salt-and-pepper hair, his twinkling dark eyes, and 
the beard, he much more reminds him of Paul— yet, at the same time, he 
sees the edge of that grin and his laugh marks and sees Apollo; they both 
wear joy really well, and make them stand out. It kind of throws him for a 
loop, but Asclepius’ kind disposition puts him at ease. He looks like the 
doctor you want to meet, which is probably to be expected, considering he 
is the perfect doctor. 


“So, naturally, I don’t think we need to introduce ourselves to each other,” 
Asclepius says, leaning back against his chair. Percy remains sitting 
straight, but he does relax his shoulders. “However, before we start talking 
about, you know, your medical history and what you’re hoping I can help 
you with, Percy, I think I’d like to know a little about you. Is that okay with 
you, or would you rather we don’t do that?” 


Percy fidgets with his sleeves, but he shrugs. “That’s okay with me, I 
think.” 


“Well, as you can tell, I have a pet—but don’t tell Spike I called him that,” 
Asclepius winks, and Percy manages a smile. “Do you have any pets? 
Anything that takes up your time and demands snacks? Hobbies, perhaps? 
Any particular interests?” 


“T swim,” Percy says, which is a better response than he usually has when 
people ask him that—probably because he’s into it again. He doesn’t feel 
quite ready to mention the mom erotica to Asclepius. He scrambles for an 
elaboration before Asclepius has to ask. “Uh, I’ve done it since high school, 
though I stopped briefly when I first got into college. I’m really into it 
again, though. It’s fun.” 


“Ah, sports like swimming are very enjoyable! I can’t say I’m 
knowledgeable about it, since it wasn’t that popular when I was still a 
demigod like yourself, but it is an invigorating experience. Is there a reason 
you stopped, if I dare ask?” 


Percy hesitates, not knowing how to meet Asclepius’ earnest interest. He’s 
never done well in situations like this; sitting across from someone who he 
knows is going to examine everything he says, and it makes him more 
nervous than he was willing to admit earlier. He’s kinda missing Apollo’s 
lame jokes now. 


“T just... didn’t feel comfortable with it for a while,” Percy starts, pauses, 
doubts whether to continue elaborating or not. Asclepius nods, patiently 
waiting, and the spark of anxiety in his chest has him breaking eye contact. 
Somehow, he manages to speak up. “Being underwater and stuff just— 
didn’t feel right. So I took a break.” 


“That’s understandable, and probably a good decision at the time,” 
Asclepius says, and Percy glances at him. He’s almost relieved to find that 
he isn’t measuring him up like he’s trying to decipher what’s wrong with 
him, considering a child of Poseidon should, above all, be at home in the 
water. He follows up with another question, not pressing the subject. “Is 
there anything else you like to do, as of late?” 


“Cooking,” Percy shrugs, and blushes a little bit when he recalls why that 
is. “Uh, your dad kinda... really likes my cooking. And my baking. So it’s, 
you know, something I’ve been doing more of, recently. I also just study a 
lot.” 


Asclepius’ expression becomes politely amused, but Percy sees a twinkle in 
his eyes that reads like he’s holding back a few quips about it. “Well, you 
must be quite the chef. He has exquisite taste.” 


Percy blushes even harder. “It’s alright, I guess—uh, is it me, or is this 
conversation kinda weird?” 


This time, Asclepius does laugh and leans off his chair to grab his pile of 
paperwork, pulling out a few folders. “Well, Percy, you know, everything is 
a little weird around these parts. I have no doubt that you’re used to it, 
though not on such a personal level, independent of your level of fame.” 


“T thought all the gods would just forget about me,” Percy admits, and he 
sounds annoyed to his own ears. Asclepius chuckles. “Like, isn’t that what 
they do? I suppose most of them kinda did, even my dad, but... well, 
Apollo likes to stand out, I guess. Even if not so much lately.” 


“There’s plenty to say about my father,” Asclepius agrees, nodding, and 
grabs a pen off his desk to fidget with, twirling it around his fingers. Then, 
he points it at Percy. “There’s also a lot to say about gods and how they 
treat precocious demigods—I’ve been there myself. But I want to hear 
about you. Do you think that it’s easier for you to talk about others rather 
than yourself?” 


“]—yeah,” Percy swallows. “Doesn’t everyone?” 


Asclepius nods. “Of course. But, you know, you seem like a rather 
interesting person beyond your titles via Olympus, Percy. Just as an 
example: I heard you’re about to finish your pre-med studies?” 


He nods, not really knowing where this is going. “Only got a couple months 
left, yeah.” 


“And yet,” Asclepius starts, tapping a rhythm against the desk with his pen. 
His tone is light and friendly, but Percy feels like he’s working up to 
something that will make things personal again. “I understand that you have 
a bad history with doctors. Particularly psychologists and other mental 
health specialists. I feel like your interest in medicine must outweigh your 
bad experiences, and you must have passion for it, but it’s not the first thing 
you go to when someone asks you what your interests are, is it?” 


“T guess not,” Percy takes a deep breath, and realizes he’s wiggling his 
knee. He stops, only to start picking at his nail polish again. “I wasn’t really 
sure what I wanted to do with college until after I moved across the country, 
and I just went for a safe choice, which... didn’t work out.” 


“There we go,” Asclepius gestures at him with his pen again, before 
fiddling with the cap. “That’s an interesting story! I must apologize if you 
think I’m pushing you, Percy, but I want you to be comfortable. You can 
talk to me, no matter how insignificant you think a detail of your life is.” 


Percy blinks at him. “I get that— it’s the point of therapy, I guess, I just 
didn’t think that was... something I could bring up. It still feels weird 
talking about my career change. Most people don’t know my major since I 
don’t really speak about it.” 


Asclepius seems genuinely surprised, tilting his head. “Really? And why is 
that?” 


“T feel like we’re getting into actual therapy now,” Percy shifts in his chair, 
leaning back against his chair, but the tension in his shoulders is back. 
Asclepius raises an eyebrow at him. “I’m surprised you don’t have a tissue 
box.” 


“I do, actually,” Asclepius says, and opens a drawer, pulling it out and 
dropping it on the desk. It has cats printed on it. Huh. “Does the thought of 
going through this process again give you anxiety, Percy?” 


Percy nods, trying not to give away how tense he is. Still, he answers with 
honesty. “A lot, actually. I’ve never liked sharing too much, and it stresses 
me out.” 


“Which is why, when I touched a nerve regarding your education, you 
deflected,” Asclepius nods back at him, and Percy cringes, biting the inside 
of his cheek. “It’s alright, you don’t have to share everything about yourself 
in our first session, and even if you can tell me everything, it doesn’t mean 
there isn’t a line. As long as you’re honest, we should be able to work 
together.” 


“This isn’t what I’m used to,” Percy admits, taking a deep breath. “By now, 
other doctors have me doing mental exercises and personality tests and all 
that fun stuff.” 


“They’re really useful, and they help a lot of patients get into a good 
mindset. Some doctors use art therapy, which is really fun. We’ll try some 
another day, since they do say a lot about what people’s thought process is 
like,” Asclepius pauses, and makes very purposeful eye contact. “However, 
since those processes haven’t worked for you before, I thought it best to just 
be straightforward from the get-go. Although, I feel like you’re waiting for 
the other shoe to drop.” 


Percy gapes at him for a moment, then shrugs. “I guess I’m a little 
untrusting of... this thing.” 


“Then we have to work on getting you to at least be comfortable enough so 
that you don’t deflect. It is perfectly acceptable for you to say ‘I don’t want 
to talk about that right now’. We can always move on to something else, as 
long as we eventually address it again,” Asclepius sighs, and gestures at the 
folders he pulled from his pile of paperwork. “We have this, for example; 
the files on your previous experiences with other therapists. You don’t seem 
quite as reluctant to talk about what therapy looked like for you before, so 
maybe we can deconstruct that, and read some of the diagnoses you were 
given.” 


“1 didn’t know that you would, uh, bring that up, when I signed those 
waivers,” Percy huffs out a nervous laugh. There was a short period of 
preparation before today, in which Percy had to sign a bunch of stuff to let 
Asclepius access his medical records—HIPAA helps Percy sleep at night, to 
be honest—but it’s the first time someone has been so upfront about reading 
up on him beforehand. “Most doctors I’ve been to just kind of confirm my 


depression and anger issues, then try out new meds cocktails. Your siblings 
at New Rome were so much better. I feel bad about walking out on them.” 


“My little siblings’ notes on you mostly focus on your reluctance to attend 
therapy at all, after a few sessions. I doubt they harbor hard feelings. When 
it comes to the human mind, not every doctor will get it right, and this is 
something they’re trained to accept,” Asclepius points out, which relieves a 
little of the guilt in his chest, and opens up the folder at the top. It’s not 
really thick, from what Percy can tell, but it still makes him sweat a little to 
think that someone else’s evaluation of him is on those pages. “What 
concerns me is that they write about you, and reach the conclusion that it’s 
not just your previous bad experiences with child therapists that holds you 
back. Do you have any idea what that other factor might be, Percy?” 


He says nothing. He has a good idea, but vocalizing it is very different than 
thinking about it. Apollo has spoken to him about it and he’s tried to accept 
it, has accepted it in part because he’s willing to try this whole thing again, 
and it’s not like he doesn’t know what his previous doctors thought, since 
they told him. But being asked about it so directly freezes him up. 


Asclepius doesn’t shy away from saying it, once he’s given him enough 
time to decide whether he wants to or not. “It’s shame. Of course, you met 
with two different doctors in New Rome, and while their conclusions are 
similar, they’re not identical. One of them thinks it’s shame at things you’ve 
done and felt, a fear of judgment. The other thinks it’s shame at needing 
help.” 


Percy swallows. “Which do you think it is?” 


“I have no idea,” Asclepius shrugs, which isn’t exactly the response he 
expected. He stares. “Those are their observations, not mine. I can’t exactly 
say which one is right and which one isn’t based on the little time we’ve 
been talking to each other. The only reason I bring it up, Percy, is because I 
feel like you need... reassurance.” 


“No shit,” Percy blurts out, then resists the urge to face-palm himself. It’s 
probably not the time to be sarcastic, but to his credit, Asclepius huffs out a 
little laugh. “I thought that was the point of therapy.” 


“One of many,” Asclepius nods. “But what I mean in this particular case is 
that, as willing as you are to sit here with me, and talk to me, you aren’t 
going to progress if you worry about me judging you. It damages the line of 
communication between us, it gives you anxiety, it feeds into your 
hesitation to share. And it’s important to address this early, Percy, because 
that can lead to you not listening to me, or me not listening to you. We’d 
say words, but we wouldn’t understand each other because your mind isn’t 
on connecting with yourself, it’s on what I’m thinking about you—what I’ ll 
diagnose you with, what I’ll write in my journal about you. And that is an 
issue.” 


“T have a lot of issues,” Percy mumbles, biting his lip, but he gets it, in a 
way. Percy doesn’t really care what other people think about him, but it’s 
entirely different to bare his heart to someone and expect a conclusion, an 
analysis, a commentary on it. He understands, on a surface level, that 
there’s nothing wrong with needing help, but it’s still hard to come to terms 
with that, when all his life he’s been told that fixing things on his own is the 
only reason he exists. That he was destined to it, treated as a disposable 
pawn if he didn’t comply. The difficulties he had letting the rest of the 
Seven do things on their own without feeling guilty have never left his 
mind. “I... I never stopped to think about that before.” 


“T’ll admit it’s a bit of a wrench,” Asclepius taps the folder he opened with 
his pen. “But if you’re willing to work with me, to let me help you—and I 
think you are—then we can work on building a bridge between us, so we 
can trust each other. And, I’m sorry if this is something that might shock 
you, but you’re going to spend a lot of time thinking about yourself, and 
seeing as you don’t like sharing...” 


“Yeah,” Percy presses his lips together, a bit sheepish. “I don’t like thinking 
about myself either.” 


“Well, I suggest you brace yourself,” Asclepius winks at him, and despite 
the tension in his limbs, Percy forces himself to take a deep breath, let it out 
slowly, and relax. This is going to be awful, but at least Asclepius is being 
nice about it and warning him. “I'll have Hygieia bring us a couple snacks 
in a few minutes, but right now, I’d like to hear your opinion on what 
you’ve been diagnosed with before, and how that treatment went.” 


“Well,” Percy sighs. This, at least, he’s familiar with. “PTSD is kinda a 
given, isn’t it?” 


“T suppose it is,” Asclepius nods, shooting him a smile. “How did you cope 
with that?” 


“Baby wipes and showers,” Percy confesses, and, unfortunately, Asclepius 
doesn’t seem to find that casual reveal amusing, since his smile falls a little. 
Percy decides to switch gears. “Uh, I ran out of antidepressants like two 
years ago ‘cause they weren’t helping, and I had stopped seeing doctors, 
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SO... 
Asclepius winces, visibly pained. “What about your bipolar disorder?” 
“My wha— oh,” Percy pauses. Huh. “I forgot about that one, to be honest.” 


“T see,” Asclepius shakes his head. “I don’t think I have to tell you that is... 
neglectful, at best.” 


“T mean,” Percy tries, though he doesn’t think this will pan out. “I did try, 
and the meds I took are written right there, so maybe I could—” 


“T think it’d be better to start anew,” Asclepius interrupts him with a soft 
voice, and continues when Percy doesn’t try to refute that. He’s not exactly 
thrilled about the idea of going back on meds. “I can diagnose people with a 
glance if I so wish, of course, though I’m not as good at it as my uncle 
Dionysus when it comes to mental health. And it’s not like telling you that 
you need a certain type of antidepressant is going to help you actually work 
on your issues.” 


“You can tell me cool facts about myself, though,” Percy points out, and 
Asclepius’s lips twitch. “You can, right? That’s sick.” 


“I can, indeed,” Asclepius tilts his head. “I was unsurprised to realize 
you’re a legacy of Venus by quite a few generations removed, considering 
Lord Poseidon is—” 


Percy closes his eyes. Shit. “You just ruined my life. I take it back. That 
power is not sick. Do not tell Apollo about this or he’ll be too smug to 
stand.” 


Asclepius laughs, which makes it harder to stay mad, but fuck. He really did 
not need to know that, or to realize how that explains way too much. Gods 
are such annoying motherfuckers. “I knew you’d be a wonderful case study, 
Percy Jackson. It really is an honor to be your doctor. You’re going to be a 
hard egg to crack.” 


“Yeah, whatever,” Percy mumbles. He has a feeling the remainder of their 
time today is going to be very, very exhausting, but hey. He signed up for it. 
“Where are those snacks you told me about?” 


Asclepius raises his eyebrows at how comfortable he’s gotten, but Percy’s 
just trying to make an effort. Everything he’s told him so far—he knows it’s 
right. He’s been through this enough times to realize that, this time, he can’t 
overthink the fact that he’s seeking help. He can't demonize it. Much like he 
gave in to Apollo when Poseidon left after their discussion, letting him 
help, he has to do the same here, as well, even if it hurts, even if it’s 
embarrassing, even if he hates giving in. Even if he might end up breaking 
down once they talk about the things that drag him down the most. After 
all, all he’s trying to do is heal. It’s about time that he starts working 
towards it. 


29. Chapter 29 


Notes for the Chapter: 
i keep writing sweet chapters that hurt me. 
SO, enjoy it! 


“Ah, London!” Apollo says, pulling back the chair across from Athena. She 
doesn’t even dignify him with a look as he sits down, leaning back, gazing 
out the window at the sky. It’s nighttime as opposed to Berkeley’s mid- 
afternoon, quite late in fact, but the rain clouds still bother him. “As 
beautifully gloomy as always. Did you pick this place to purposely make 
me uncomfortable?” 


“Of course not,” Athena replies, not glancing away from her tablet—the 
tablet he gifted her, which means she actually liked it but will never admit 
to it. Figures. At least she’s using it. “I would never do something like that.” 


“This place is called Tea and Tattle,” Apollo points out, to which her lips 
twitch. “I despise you.” 


“Quit the drama,” Athena rolls her eyes, squinting at her tablet. As if she 
needs them, she lowers her glasses from the top of her head, dark hair 
spilling at the sides of her face because of it. She looks younger than usual, 
perhaps in her late-twenties, and between the grey eyes and the modern 
office intern look, her whole appearance is... suspicious. “I’m doing work 
at the British Museum. This is close by.” 


“The British Museum has a restaurant, last I checked,” Apollo taps his nails 
on the table and, finally, Athena looks at him just to show him how 
unimpressed she is with his complaints. “You just don’t want whoever 
you’re wooing to see your hot, smart, older brother, because they might 
change their mind.” 


Athena straightens up in her chair and scowls at him. “That’s ridiculous. 
You know how I feel about proper museum artefact labelling.” 


“Uh-huh,” Apollo nods, because that reaction is definitely believable. “So, 
you summoned me here in regards to the laws we’re passing, yes? Is there 
an issue?” 


“Our terms have been updated,” Athena sighs, and Apollo’s good mood 
drops to the floor. “You know how it is. Triton wasn’t pleased either, and he 
doesn’t even really care about surface-level demigods.” 


“Father is a tough bone to crack,” Apollo frowns, and takes Athena’s tablet 
from her when she offers it up. He glances over the open file, resisting a 
headache, while she orders something for them from a waitress that seems 
shocked to not have noticed them before now. The Mist is funny like that 
sometimes. She’ll likely chalk it up to having a night shift. “Right, so 
according to this, he refuses to let go of Dionysus as camp director, and 
feels strongly about the claiming changes—which means he hates every 
idea that we purposely signaled as my own.” 


Athena shrugs, but her expression, despite it being harsh and professional as 
always, does offer a hint of sympathy. “You were smart to hide the rest of 
your points between Hecate and Triton. He didn’t bat an eye at us being 
allowed to directly answer the prayers of our children, since we made sure 
to clarify that no sensitive information would be handed out, but...” 


“Yeah, I get it,” Apollo returns her tablet, shaking his head. “He hates me, 
to absolutely no one’s surprise.” 


“Father doesn’t hate you,” Athena says, her lips twisting with a feeling he 
can only describe as crude acceptance. She doesn’t take well to the 
reminder that she wasn’t always the favorite, but at least they’ve left most 
of that rivalry behind. “He just doesn’t understand you, and that angers him. 
Your return to taking active leadership rattles him, and your mother 
ignoring his summons doesn’t help.” 


“None of you understands me lately, but it doesn’t mean you believe me 
incompetent like he does,” Apollo presses his lips together. The last thing 
he needs is to think of whatever type of relationship his parents... have, yet 
don’t. “My mother is still angry, as well. Serves him right—but, alright, 
whatever, family drama. Let’s focus. This is what we can do: Dionysus and 


Chiron should get to picking a suitable replacement for when his 
punishment is over. Interviews will take a while. We soften him, and in ten 
years or so, he’ll probably be willing to consider it again. We can distract 
him from the issue of claiming like that; it’ll slip under his nose if gods are 
visiting their children that day if he’s too preoccupied.” 


“You said you wanted to implement these changes as fast as possible,” 
Athena brings up the subject with proper hesitation; Apollo doesn’t like to 
share his reasons as to why with Olympians, regardless of if other gods can 
relate to him or not, because he would rather slip under the radar—which to 
him, means standing out, inevitably, but not excessively so. “If we do it 
with that timeline, and we consider the last four years, that’s almost two 
decades to get the approval on letting us interact without quest excuses. I 
don’t know if Dionysus has it in him to keep his head straight for that long, 
and there’s the issue of how, if gods will be showing up on the down-low, it 
could snowball into an undesirable situation of under-regulated visits.” 


“The last four years have been focused on connecting the Romans and the 
Greeks,” Apollo corrects her. Athena wrinkles her nose at the mention of 
the Romans, as always, but that’s an improvement considering her previous 
hysterical state whenever the subject was brought up. May Styx bless that 
severe-looking statue of hers. “We can’t possibly pair up those tasks with 
what we’re doing now. Not to mention, there were the Underworld fugitives 
to take care of, and more quests related to that have been handed out in the 
last four years than there have been quests in the last three decades. The 
demigods will start to get tense again if we don’t do it like this, and we 
promised we wouldn’t let someone like Luke Castellan and my unspeakable 
descendant rise to power again. There are ways to manage the visits, and 
it’s not like all gods are eager to be parents.” 


Athena takes a deep breath, visibly tense—out of stress, rather than anger, 
because these are tricky matters—and their conversation pauses when their 
tea and accompaniments are brought to the table. Apollo breaks a piece off 
a scone and pops it in his mouth, but he’s not that impressed with the flavor. 
Fucking English food. 


“Tt would be easier with a demigod representative from Camp Half-Blood 
in the council to push,” Athena starts, once their waitress has left. Apollo 


holds back a wince, knowing where this is going. Noticing this, Athena 
shoots him an intense look. “An actual representative, not praetors Zhang 
and Levesque, not Chiron. There are several options among the ones 
currently living at camp. Your son William would be appropriate, or even 
one of Aphrodite’s. Not to mention my son Malcolm Pace.” 


Apollo brings his tea up to his lips to take a sip, lowers it to dump sugar 
cubes in it, and stirs it. He takes another sip and nods. “But you want Percy 
Jackson, don’t you?” 


“Everyone wants Percy Jackson,” Athena agrees, not letting her petty 
dislike of him get in the way of her plans. He can at least appreciate that, 
but he doesn’t like the sentiment that much. “Not just the demigods. Triton 
had his scales charmed off him, despite what I had told him about his 
demigod sibling’s questionable behavior—” 


“Because you’re such an unbiased gossiper, sure—” 


“And the rest of the minor gods on the council want to meet him, as well, if 
they already haven’t. He has the caliber of a peacemaker, underneath his 
less desirable qualities. The Romans made him praetor in basically a week, 
and it took Jason Grace years to even be considered, until his success at 
Mount Othrys,” Athena pauses, perhaps to swallow her bitterness towards 
Rome. “Only Reyna Ramirez-Arellano got there so comparatively fast, 
before praetor Zhang was named. As it is, New Rome will have difficulty 
choosing a pair of praetors that works better than the last five have, once the 
current ones retire. It's the Five Good Emperors all over again.” 


“Percy lasted a week. There was a political crisis,” Apollo points out, which 
feels like he’s undermining Percy’s accomplishments, but he really doesn’t 
like this. “An attack. They raised him on shields, just like Jason Grace.” 


“His skills at the senate are undeniable,” Athena counters, and Apollo 
refuses to meet her eyes. He knows exactly how impressive Percy’s 
behavior in the senate was, however brief. He might have fantasized about 
it a few times. “Why are you fighting this? You’re usually the one that 
enjoys outlandish plans like these. You can’t let your relationship with him 
get in between your work and your goals.” 


“Tt’s not that,” Apollo groans out, closing his eyes briefly. He came here to 
get his mind off Percy for a bit, to focus on his work, but he forgot about 
this detail—again, because he doesn’t like considering it. It makes too much 
sense. “He doesn’t want to. I thought all of Olympus knew to leave Percy 
Jackson alone. Placing him in front of father again is like asking him to start 
a demigod revolution instead, and we’d lose this time, with him at the 
helm.” 


“His fatal flaw will keep him from taking that step,” Athena frowns, but 
Apollo sees that she understands what he means. Percy is far more 
terrifying to them than he knows, even if he might have an inkling of it. 
“And perhaps it’s time he stops running from his heritance, Apollo. We owe 
him everything, but the only way we’ll effectively get to make his wish a 
reality is if he steps up as an official representative, instead of a war hero. 
He has talent. You know how pressed our father gets when faced with 
reality.” 


“T can’t ask that of him,” Apollo shakes his head. “You don’t know what 
he’s been going through. You might have an idea, from your daughter, but 
Percy and Annabeth are so inherently different, I have no idea why they 
even dated, and I know you think the same. I can’t tell him to stop helping 
himself so he can take care of us again. Nico di Angelo is also a good 
option.” 


“A son of Hades. As if. He doesn’t have the inherent charm,” Athena sighs, 
looking down at her tea like it has offended her. “Listen to yourself. We’re 
not asking him to sacrifice anything more, Apollo. We don’t want to give 
him eternal life. We just want him to be able to see the results of his heroic 
actions in his lifetime. Only having him in the room would be enough.” 


“You’ve talked to Triton about this, haven’t you?” Apollo asks her, his tone 
accusing, because she’s being surprisingly complimentary of Percy this 
time. When she presses her lips together, his indignation at the subject turns 
into horror. “You’ve talked about this to Poseidon, you bitch.” 


“There’s no fairness in war and strategy,” Athena shrugs, unapologetic. If 
Apollo didn’t know so much about Percy’s relationship with Poseidon, he 
would admire her move, and agree with her, but this is just... messy. “I’m 


aware kelp-beard and his son haven’t been getting along, but we’re able to 
separate that, and our own disagreements, for the sake of our duties. You 
also have this skill, but you aren’t using it right now.” 


“T refuse to ask him,” Apollo scowls at her. “I know you want me to do it 
before you send Triton, or Poseidon, or even go yourself, but I won’t. I 
don’t want to explain to Percy Jackson how useless we all are and then ask 
him to deal with that. This isn't his responsibility. Ten years isn’t going to 
end his life.” 


“He’s a mortal,” Athena points out, which hurts a lot more than she 
probably thinks. “You don't know that. It’s for the greater good, Apollo, and 
he has shown to prioritize that.” 


“Above himself,” he snaps, and then takes a deep breath when Athena rears 
back a little. That came out more venomous than he intended. “You can try 
if you want to. I welcome you to. I’ll even bring it up to him beforehand, if 
you decide to go through with it, because I don’t want him to go in blind. 
But I won’ ask him.” 


Perhaps finally accepting that he’s not going to give in to her plans, Athena 
looks away from him, out the window. Gray eyes as dark as the clouds 
outside, she clenches her jaw and nods. 


“Very well. I’ll make do, and be fair enough to give you a warning,” Athena 
exhales, raising her chin. If this was a business meeting, she’d probably 
offer her hand for a handshake. As it is, she just looks him up and down, 
taking a sip from her tea. “I haven’t seen this Apollo since Troy, and the 
biggest Roman conquests.” 


“You mean my plotting side,” Apollo snorts. “I haven’t been this invested 
in politics since Rome fell. It wasn’t quite the same afterwards. I don’t 
know why you’re surprised, but then again, you’ve made a hobby out of 
Starting civil wars between demigods for the sake of arrogance. You’ve 
forgotten there are other ways of strategy, and that it all depends on logic 
and knowledge—yours, and that of your enemy. Basic principles.” 


“T’d rather say that I forget we’re foils, and your lack of insight was 
glaring,” Athena shoots him a dry, closed lipped grin. He rolls his eyes. 
She’d never admit she’s wrong. “Maybe you could borrow Aegis for the 
next council meeting. You haven’t used it in a while.” 


“No thanks, little sister,’ Apollo huffs out a laugh, shaking his head. He 
stands up, then, not bothering to finish the scone he started, or his tea. He’s 
not hungry at all, and Athena looks at him with raised eyebrows, seemingly 
amused. Sometimes, he can’t quite tell. “Father would probably take it from 
my hands, and chop off my head with it. I’m not taking that risk. Be wise.” 


“Your loss, I suppose,” Athena shrugs, then curls her lips, the way she does 
when she’s working through a plan in her head. “The next time I see you, 
we’ ll know Percy Jackson’s answer.” 


“Perhaps, if he doesn’t go for your neck,” Apollo sighs, and nods at her. 
Athena brings her cup of tea up in a mock-toast, which is a fair way to tell 
him he can fuck off now. “Good luck with your new bae!” 


Athena’s resulting scowl will keep him going for the next century, probably. 


By the time his appointment with Asclepius is about to be over, Percy’s 
commandeered the tissue box, covering those poor cartoon kittens with 
stray tears. They’ve moved to the couch—or, more like Percy’s laying on 
the couch and Asclepius is politely sitting on the loveseat next to it, after 
having scooted it over so he could, with permission, comfort him by 
rubbing his back. He doesn’t know if that’s a professional thing to do or if 
Asclepius just has too much empathy to not offer this type of reassurance, 
but either way, he appreciates it. 


“T hate you,” Percy sniffles weakly, to which Asclepius chuckles. “I mean 
it 


“That’s alright,” Asclepius nods at him, unfazed. “It’s a great step that you 
were able to tell me what’s been bothering you lately. It’s a good place to 
Start; it’s often better to make our way to the past from the present.” 


“Stop being reasonable,” Percy mumbles, and takes another tissue. He 
stares at the basket that Asclepius brought over for him to dump those that 
he used, and winces at the amount. “Sorry about the mess.” 


“You should see the disaster Ares leaves behind. This is nothing,” Asclepius 
sighs, waving it off. “I must admit, I had never heard someone refer to Lord 
Poseidon with words as strongly as you did without some well-disguised 
terror. Your vocabulary is quite extensive when you allow it to be, Percy.” 


Percy blushes, sputtering. “I— well, I mean, I was raised in New York and I 
have a bit of an attitude, so...” 


“I’m glad you were able to express yourself,” Asclepius offers him a smile. 
“T can see that you’ve had a hard time with father figures. And your 
stepfather being the way he is has made you realize that you were tolerating 
too little from your actual father. I do believe that the conversation you had 
with him could’ve been more measured, but sometimes a little harshness is 
needed to get the point across— especially with gods.” 


“T think it was too much,” Percy refutes him, eyes trained on the tissue box. 
“T— it felt good. I needed to say all of that to him, but I... What if he just 
disappears completely? He’s done it before. What if he doesn’t want to be 
that kind of dad to me and gives up? I still love him. I just...” 


“You made your boundaries clear,” Asclepius says it with a soft voice, but 
it’s clear in its intention; Percy shouldn’t be overthinking the why of their 
argument, considering all he asked for was to be given the space to make 
his own choices. “From what you’ve told me about the situation, Percy, I 
very much doubt your father wants to keep his distance. In fact, he seems to 
have a hard time doing it when there’s not any external pressure on him to 
do so. He struggles to consider the whole picture, though. He expects you to 
search him out, when he’s the one that’s been gone from your life, 
regardless of whether that was his intention or not.” 


“T,.. that makes sense,” Percy frowns, and looks at the tissue in his hands. 
He pokes at one of the cats with his finger until it breaks apart, which he 
regrets. The kittens are cute. “I don’t know what to do with that 
information.” 


“T believe that you’re bound to talk to him again,” Asclepius suggests, and 
shakes his head when Percy makes a pained expression. “Of course, only 
when you feel ready to do so. You need your time to cool down and come to 
terms with all the feelings you’ve come across in regards to father ever 
since you two spoke, so then you can try to have a nicer exchange. 
Hopefully, he’ ll have done his own share of thinking before that.” 


“Easier said than done,” Percy mumbles. He’s not convinced. “I don’t know 
if that will work.” 


“It might be worth giving it a try. You never know,” Asclepius shrugs, and 
Percy suspects he probably does know, but he does a good job at not letting 
Percy cheat his way into his head via pure observation, his expression 
pleasantly neutral. Then, Asclepius looks at his wristwatch and frowns. 
“T’m sorry to say our time today is over, Percy. That went by too fast— we 
might want to consider an extra hour next time.” 


Percy clears his throat. “I don’t know if I have enough pocket change in my 
New Rome insurance for that.” 


Asclepius’ eyebrows shoot up to his forehead. “Oh, I’m treating you for 
free, Percy. You won’t get a bill from me at the end of the month.” 


“What?” Percy snaps out in shock, and Asclepius has the nerve to cough 
into his hand, hiding a laugh. Percy blushes. “I— what? Why? Is this a 
joke?” 


“Not at all. In all honesty, Percy— I don’t really need money,” at this, 
Asclepius lets out a sheepish laugh, scratching his beard with a finger. “It 
always felt wrong for me to charge for any sort of medical service, 
especially in my time... I was paid with ingredients, or other forms of 
barter, and usually only took any money because that’s how most people 
show their appreciation. And, well, the American healthcare system doesn’t 
really help, to be honest.” 


Percy blinks. “So... this has nothing to do with your dad?” 


“Oh, no, I charge my father!” Asclepius replies, rather cheerfully, and Percy 
almost lets out the ugliest laugh ever, because now that’s a hilarious 
concept. “I would never let him have anything for free— he doesn’t need 
to. To be fair, I don’t get money from him either. He pays me with his time. 
I know it sounds ridiculous, but you have no idea how hard it is to find time 
to visit other gods when you’re one yourself, considering all the domains to 
keep running.” 


“Right,” Percy nods. “As a New Yorker, this feels wrong.” 


“If it soothes you, you can always give me something else in exchange,” 
Asclepius pauses at this, and Percy wonders if he’s hallucinating the color 
of his ears, but no matter how much he blinks it never goes away. “Perhaps 
I could try some of your baking? I meant it when I said my father has 
exquisite taste, and as much as ambrosia and nectar are wonderful snacks, 
once you’ve tried good mortal food, it’s not quite the same. And it’s not 
often that I see my grandmother for a meal...” 


Percy tries not to stutter, so embarrassed that he flails his hands around, 
gesturing helplessly at him. “Sure! Do you, ah, like brownies? Cookies? 
Cake? I make a mean lemon pie.” 


Asclepius’ eyes widen. He looks unexpectedly emotional. “I'll try 
everything once, please.” 


All in all, that could’ve gone a lot worse, in Percy’s book. Asclepius is... 
different, for sure, from his other therapists. Whenever Percy tried to 
undermine something, he caught onto his words and softly corrected him, 
reassuring him that he didn’t need to soften the details without outright 
pushing him, or getting frustrated when Percy unconsciously did it again. 
His siblings at New Rome had been similar, if a little less patient, but that 
might just come from experience— and, well, Asclepius doesn’t seem to 
put him on a pedestal like most other members of demigod society do. He 
seemed to expect nothing other than the truth from him. 


In the end, they agree that they should probably meet up once every two 
weeks. Asclepius doesn’t outright say it but it seems implied, to him, that it 
worries him how behind Percy is in regards to proper treatment, and the 


extra hour together might help him catch up with him better. They agree it 
might be a while before he’s put back on medication, and Asclepius offers, 
rather casually, to email him other coping alternatives for when his PTSD 
decides to fuck with him. He used nicer words, of course, and despite his 
hesitancy to change his habits, Percy agreed. 


Apollo is nervously strumming a ukulele once they come downstairs to the 
waiting room. When he sees them, one of the strings breaks with a sharp, 
ugly sound, almost hitting him in the face, but he discards the ukulele 
without a second thought, heaving a big sigh as he approaches them. 


“You’re both alive,” he says, to which Percy snorts and Asclepius shakes 
his head. “Did you guys have fun? Percy, were you crying? That’s amazing. 
That’s a good sign.” 


“Hi, anxiety,” Percy deadpans, to which Apollo lets out a whine, pouting, 
and grabs his hand to pull him closer. He keeps his expression neutral, even 
as Apollo smacks a kiss on his forehead. “Nice to meet you.” 


“That was not a fair assessment, dad,” Asclepius shakes his head, crossing 
his arms. “He’s in perfectly capable hands.” 


“Are you teaming up against me?” Apollo looks between the two of them 
and narrows his eyes. Neither of them say anything, exchanging a look, and 
Apollo’s expression turns into weariness. “This bodes terribly for me. My 
own son?” 


“T’ll see you next week, dad,” Asclepius says, disregarding Apollo’s terror. 
Then, he looks at Percy. “And you, in two. Really looking forward to trying 
your food, Percy.” 


“His food?” Apollo demands, confused, and Percy’s lips twitch, but he 
manages to keep down his grin. Apollo whines. “Percy, I don’t want to 
share your food with anyone.” 


“Too bad,” Percy shrugs, kissing his cheek. He nods at Asclepius. “Thank 
you for the session. I mean it.” 


“No problem at all,” Asclepius winks at him. “Have a nice evening, Percy.” 


Percy drags Apollo away before he can whine more about not being in the 
know, out of the building and onto the street. He’s disappointed that 
Hygieia is nowhere to be found, but he figures that she has her own share of 
god stuff to do. The sun is starting to set outside, and Percy squints up at the 
sky, taking a deep breath. 


“So, it went well,” Apollo says, more serious, squeezing his hand. Percy 
looks at him, finds him already staring, his eyes as summer blue as ever. 
They stand there, exchanging a glance, until Percy nods. He can’t exactly 
put how he feels about it into words quite yet, but he’ll probably find them 
eventually. “I’m glad. May I take you on a celebratory evening?” 


Percy chuckles. “Sure. Did you have something planned? I’m not cooking 
tonight, practice has me beat.” 


“T was thinking of a night in,’ Apollo grins at him, a little sharp, a little 
filthy. Percy blushes purely out of habit, and starts dragging him towards 
the Prius, tossing him the keys. Apollo raises his eyebrows, but says 
nothing about his silent request for him to drive. “I got this nice, relaxing 
lotion I want you to try, and I thought we could have a light dinner, some 
fruit, and I could feed you so you don't have to move a finger...” 


“]—yeah, 'kay,” Percy nods, his voice breaking, and Apollo chuckles at 
him, kissing his cheek before walking around the car to climb inside. Percy 
stands outside the passenger side door for a second, gathering his bearings, 
before opening the door, climbing inside, and slamming it shut. He doesn't 
look at Apollo. “Sounds... sounds great.” 


Fingers graze his jaw and then Apollo's nudging his chin towards him, to 
make him look at him. Their eyes meet, and he leans in to plant a kiss over 
his lips, sweet and simple. He lingers in his space, and Percy's breath 
catches when he notices that the light from the leftover sunlight hitting their 
faces, and their closeness, means that Apollo's clear-sky eyes are reflecting 
the green of his own, far more muted and fragile, like a painted glass 
canvas. It's beautiful. 


“You deserve some pampering,” Apollo mumbles, and Percy swallows, 
speechless. Apollo leans back, turns the ignition, and sighs. “It'll be great. 
You'll see.” 


Percy sees. As soon as they're back at his apartment, Apollo guides him into 
his bedroom and kisses him, slowly, tenderly, and undresses him as he goes. 
First his hoodie and then the tank top underneath, then his shoes and socks, 
his pants and even his underwear. He makes him lay back, hands never 
leaving his skin, and Percy's too busy squirming and staring at him to notice 
when the tray of strawberries appears. All he knows is that Apollo presses 
one against his lips, eyes dark but expression serene. 


“Open up,” he requests, voice like velvet, sneaking under his skin. Percy 
parts his lips and Apollo presses the strawberry in, until he takes a bite, 
juices running down his chin. They don't stop making eye contact as it 
happens, and while Percy knows that he must look ridiculously speechless, 
Apollo just has a happy little smile on his face. He brings the rest of the 
strawberry to his lips and finishes it off with one quick, loud bite, and 
something about it makes Percy whimper. “Turn around. I'll start on your 
back.” 


It's torture. 


Apollo sits on the back of his thighs, after getting naked himself, and it all 
gives Percy the vibe of some erotic Ancient Greek fantasy. Music starts 
playing from a speaker that he doesn't own, soft and low enough to serve as 
an ambient sound, helping the mood. The lights of his room are off except 
for his lamp, and all in all, it's incredibly intimate, incredibly relaxing, and 
incredibly hot. A part of him wonders if this is how it feels to be 
worshipped, but the thought is discarded as soon as there are hands on his 
skin. 


Apollo does give him a proper massage. That is undeniable; he covers his 
hands in lotion and works on each and every single one of his knots and 
sore spots until Percy has no choice but to become a liquid in his hands, 
sluggish and relaxed. Every so often, Apollo will reach forwards and press 
a strawberry against his lips, and Percy will eat it with eagerness, sucking 


the juices off of Apollo's fingers—which are always mysteriously free of 
lotion when he feeds him—and sighing in satisfaction. 


Perhaps it isn't necessary to point it out, but Percy's turned on like crazy. 
His dick remains trapped against the bed, every shift of Apollo on top of 
him applying some sort of pressure that makes him shiver with lust, riling 
him up slowly but surely. It gets to the point where he refuses to let go of 
Apollo's fingers in his mouth, grabbing his wrist, keeping them inside and 
sucking, bobbing his head, pressing against them with his tongue. Apollo 
remains seemingly unaffected, and moves on to massaging his arms, then 
his legs. 


That is when he suffers the most. As amazing as the massage is, Apollo 
ignores his ass so purposely that Percy tilts his hips back, only for Apollo to 
gently push his body down by the tailbone. A part of Percy wonders if he 
knows that was once his own Achilles's heel, because even after so many 
years, whenever Apollo touches him there he feels a tingle up his spine, and 
the need to relax into the touch. Because he trusts him, which is why he 
doesn't try to actively push him to go faster. 


Eventually, Percy feels himself slipping into a level of relaxation that 
reminds him much of the night Apollo fucked his mouth, only softer. He 
sighs, feeling Apollo run a hand through his hair, press a kiss against his 
shoulder. 


“Are you with me?” Apollo asks, and Percy hums in acknowledgement, his 
voice like a beacon. “Can I continue, or do you wanna go to bed, baby?” 


“Go on,” Percy mumbles, eyes closed. It feels better like that. Apollo kisses 
his cheek, then, before straightening up on top of him, and his hands start 
going over his spine again, fingers dancing over his tailbone, before they 
grope his ass, hands covered in lotion. He presses like he's going to give 
him an ass massage, too, and very much does so, but then his fingers slip 
between his cheeks, and despite the airy feeling in his limbs and his mind, 
Percy's breath catches. 


“You're so pliant,” Apollo says, and Percy hums just to show that he's 
somewhat listening. A wet finger, perhaps a thumb, presses against his rim 


in circles, loosening it up. “Everything still okay?” 


Percy nods. He's so relaxed and Apollo's gentle method is so efficient that 
the first finger slides right inside him, all the way, with no big reaction other 
than a pleased sigh, a small twitch of his hips. Working it in and out, slowly, 
carefully, it isn't long until the second joins it, then the third, and then he 
finally dares touch his prostate. 


It's just a nudge, a press, not even a thrust, but Percy gasps, muscles tensing 
for the first time in however long they've been at this, before the pleasure 
finishes washing over him and he relaxes again, whining. Eyes still closed, 
he doesn't feel like making any more effort. Apollo knows what he wants. 


“T know, baby,” he says, confirming his thoughts, cooing at him. Percy 
shivers. “I'll make you feel so good, I promise. I'll even fuck you rough if 
you want it, ass up with your pretty face right where it is. You won't have to 
move a muscle. Do you want to take my cock like that, Percy? Speak up, 
please, yes or no?” 


“Yes,” Percy rasps out. His mind plays an image of what Apollo's words 
imply, and he moans. “Yes.” 


He doesn't keep him waiting. Getting off his legs, Apollo gently—always 
gently, so soft, so loving, so devoted—grabs his lower body and moves him 
upwards, until his knees bend under him and lift him off, his upper chest 
and shoulders and face still flush against the bed. The bed shifts, as he 
assumes Apollo moves behind him to get into position, hands at his waist. 
He guides himself in with the same patience and restraint that he's proven to 
have through this whole ordeal, with the same kindness, until Percy's 
unconsciously gasping and moaning from how full he's getting, how good it 
feels, how hot it is. If he were any more aware, he'd be embarrassed by his 
volume, his shamelessness, because these are long, drawn-out sounds, high- 
pitched and broken. Like he was paid to make them. 


But right now, with Apollo, he feels beyond safe—his heart spilling over 
with love, his mind soothed with comfort and trust, his body pliant and 
ready. This isn't just sex, this isn't just fucking, it isn't even just him being 
pampered after a few hard weeks of getting used to the rhythm of work, 


studying and training, on top of trying to get back to having a semblance of 
a social life. No, in its purest form, down to their core, this is love-making. 
A feeling and act that will sear itself into his memories. The realization 
almost snaps him fully out of his floaty state, giving him back some 
awareness, but then Apollo pulls his hips back and snaps them back in and 
Percy can't do anything other than take it, because he wants to. 


“Fuck, you feel so good,” Apollo tells him, voice strained. He's not going 
nearly as rough as he said he would, instead giving him long and deep 
thrusts. The emotion in his voice gives away that he's made his own 
realization, too, and perhaps that's the reason why. “Percy, are you okay? I 
can tell you're crying. Should I stop?” 


“No,” Percy chokes out, shaking his head. “Don’t you dare.” 


Apollo hesitates but Percy pushes his body back, insisting. He's better than 
okay, he's above fine. Right now, he feels as perfect as Apollo believes him 
to be, as far away from the hero he tries to be for everyone as possible. He's 
just him: sad, heartfelt, wanting his peace and his love and little else. One of 
Apollo's hands sneaks up his body to find Percy's own, fingers tangling as 
he turns it around so they can hold each other, and Percy has to swallow a 
sob when Apollo starts moving into him again, slower than ever, squeezing 
his hand. 


They don't really say any other words, if each other's names don't count, too 
immersed in this pocket of love and heat and feeling to dare. If anything, 
Percy catches Apollo mumbling things in languages that he doesn't know 
and doesn't recognize, syllables that sound both ancient and new, lips flush 
against his skin, as if he wants to engrave them there. Other than that it's 
just the sound of their bodies rocking together, their moaning and gasping, a 
grunt before Apollo wraps the hand that isn't holding his own around 
Percy's dick and starts jerking him off at the same rhythm. It doesn't take 
too long for him to cum after that, just an extra couple minutes and a few 
pumps and he's there, digging his nails into Apollo's hand, twisting his other 
hand into the pillow, a cry stolen from him. Shivers and spasms make 
themselves at home through his body, from his legs to his spine and arms, 
goosebumps on his skin. He has enough of a mind to tense up, once he's 


done, clench his ass and gasp when Apollo's thrusts become erratic and he 
finishes, as well. 


Afterwards, they stay frozen in the moment, equally overwhelmed, 
breathing hard. Second by second they relax; Apollo pulls out, for once 
being messy and half-heartedly patting their skin with the sheets, not really 
cleaning. Percy turns on his side as he lays beside him so he can watch him, 
and the second their eyes catch each other's, Apollo's leaning in, mumbling 
more odd sounds, kissing his lips, deep and hard. Then he kisses his cheeks 
and his forehead and his nose and chin, each one searing hot, and Percy 
remembers that moment by the pool and more tears spill from his eyes, 
silent, so happy they just make him sadder. 


“Percy,” Apollo finally breathes out, wiping his tears, voice full of wonder. 
In the low light of the lamp, Apollo has a halo of yellow around him, since 
he's blocking it and his skin looks more golden than ever. He looks at Percy 
like he's forgotten he's a god, bare and honest and down to his level, with 
his own stray tears. “I... I don't know.” 


He does, and they both know that. But there's no need to call him out, 
because Percy gets it. It's more than just that. “I know. Thank you.” 


Apollo kisses him again, pulling him in. He speaks against his temple, after 
hugging him so that his head is under his chin, a hand playing with his hair 
while the other one is running up and down his back. Percy wonders if it'd 
be less painful if the love didn't ooze off Apollo. It'd be simpler, at least. 


“T'm the one that's thankful,” Apollo mumbles, and Percy kisses his neck, 
wrapping his arms around him, perhaps holding on too tight. Trying to 
leave his mark on a god in a way that he never thought he would. “You 
deserve this. Don't think for a second that you don't.” 


“Okay,” Percy nods, swallowing, because denying it, no matter how much 
of a pessimist he is, how much he's hated parts of himself until he didn't 
know if there were any left to hate, would be a foolish act. And he's never 
been a fool. But Apollo has. “You deserve it, too. And don't refuse it.” 


Apollo's breath catches, he sniffles, and Percy closes his eyes because he 
loves him, tragedy and all, insecurities and devotion and a very simple 
human want of love wrapped together in a package—just for him. He 
speaks without thinking, next, the feeling coming from his chest. 


“Phoebus,” he says, his tone barely above a whisper. Apollo seems to 
freeze. “'Bright'. That's your first given epithet, right? It's like your first 
name.” 


“Yes,” Apollo breathes out, sighing. He relaxes into Percy, trying to press 
him closer, but they can't. They already share one skin, as far as Percy's 
concerned. “The Romans referred to me as Phoebus instead of Apollo 
sometimes, especially later on in the writings. It was given to me for my 
grandmother, who would also give me my role as an oracular god. My 
mother calls me that when she feels nostalgic, and Artemis makes fun of me 
for it.” 


Percy presses his smile against Apollo's shoulder. Gods. “Can I call you that 
sometimes, too?” 


“Absolutely,” Apollo blurts out, so fast it gives away how much his heart 
must be swelling. He then has the gall to try and play it cool. “I mean— 
yes, sure. Of course. Please do. I already call you by your full first name, 
so, it's only fair...” 


“Thank you,” Percy lifts his head to meet his eyes. Finds wide blue eyes 
that look dark in the poor lighting, and sees a thousand things he loves in 
them, and painted all over his face. “You're really beautiful, Phoebus.” 


Apollo, perhaps knowing that he doesn't just mean his body or his face, but 
rather something much deeper, blushes so red that Percy can feel the heat 
coming off his cheeks. Literally. Seems like sun gods take well to 
compliments. 


“T— I don't think that's fair,” Apollo whines, pulling Percy's head back 
under his chin to keep him from looking at his embarrassed expression. He 
laughs, and Apollo huffs. “You're really beautiful too, Perseus. More so 
than anything I've ever set my eyes on.” 


Percy thinks of hyacinth and laurel and cypress, and thinks that perhaps this 
is a form of justice for them, too. Like an evil is being set right, a cycle 
broken. And if it isn't, if Percy's just tricking himself because he's a fool in 
love with the sun, an Icarus flying too high, then he'll make it so instead. 
With patience, drop by drop, filling up Apollo's heart until he learns to look 
at him and accept that, okay, this is probably what Percy wants. For as long 
as he can have it. Little else matters. 
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It’s been known that Rachel Elizabeth Dare is a menace, but it’s safe to say 
that no one but Percy is aware of exactly how bad she can get. 


“T can’t believe it,” she says, for like the fourth time, her voice on speaker 
from Apollo’s phone. Percy’s trying to finish a worksheet for class and 
Apollo’s softly strumming his lyre—the same one he let him borrow when 
Percy ended up without pants because of him for the first time in his life— 
as they sit together on the couch. “You two are incredible. Didn’t even think 
of poor old Rachel trapped in Maine with all these stuck-up assholes, huh?” 


“1’m never willingly going to Maine,” Percy snorts, shaking his head. 
Apollo stretches a leg out to push his toes against the free skin of his thigh 
peeking out from his shorts, so he looks at him only to roll his eyes at his 
pout. “Dude, Rachel makes it sound awful. You’re not taking me to Maine.” 


“But the lobster!” Apollo protests, plays an off-beat note as if to give his 
words weight, and pouts even harder. “Percy, let me spoil you.” 


“Disgusting,” Rachel interrupts, as Percy shakes his head at Apollo again 
and scoots away from him on the couch when he tries coming closer, not 
quite managing to avoid the kiss that is pressed against his cheek. “Ugh. I 
hate both of you. I bet you’re doing something cute right now. But seriously 


— New York, New Years, and not even a phone call! It’s been like a month 
and a half!” 


“T texted you,” Percy points out, and Rachel audibly huffs out a dramatic 
breath. He ignores Apollo getting more comfortable in his space and 
pressing his lips against his nose. “I texted everyone. That’s good, right? I 
didn’t text everyone last year. Besides, your parents get angry when you’re 
on the phone.” 


“Percy, I really, really hate you right now. Stop making good points.” 


“Liar,” Apollo says, winking at him. “We’ll see you during spring break, 
dear Rachel. My mother has quite the beach trip planned. You wouldn’t 
miss it, right?” 


“Percy’s coming to Florida?” Rachel asks, horrified. Percy sighs. 
“Willingly? Whoa, you two are fucking gay, huh?” 


“T try, thank you,” Apollo says, and Percy digs his elbow into his side. For 
his part, Apollo takes advantage of the closeness caused by it to pull him in 
by the back of his neck, smacking a loud, wet kiss on his lips. Rachel makes 
a disgusted sound, and Apollo looks down at his phone with amusement, as 
Percy stares at the glitter on his eyelids. Sometimes Apollo dresses up 
prettier than usual and it turns him into a gaping fish. “Alright, you’ve been 
complaining for two hours, is that enough, dear Pythia? Can my love return 
to studying and I to refining my lyre skills?” 


Percy presses his lips against his jaw, mumbling. “I told you not to use pet 
names with other people around.” 


“Rachel’s hardly around, sunshine—” 
“T’m not done,” Rachel chimes in, but she sounds more amused than 
annoyed. “I was wondering, now that you two are all lovey-dovey all up in 


everyone's faces, if you have any plans for Valentine’s Day?” 


Percy takes such a sharp breath that he almost chokes, blushing. “I, uh, I 
mean, I’m— I guess? I don’t—” 


“Percy,” she breaks in, her tone kind, and Percy looks at Apollo just to see 
him hiding a smile behind his hand. He’s tempted to pout at him, but 
doesn’t. “Relax. It’s cool if you guys haven’t thought about it— I was just 
wondering, I have to live a real life and not this weird money fantasy my 
parents live in through someone.” 


“Maybe you should tell us about your college friends instead, Rachel,” 
Apollo lowers his hand from his mouth, but his lips are twitching. Percy 
glares at him, with no real heat, and Apollo shoots him a kiss across the air 
for his trouble, smirk on his lips. “How’s all the partying going? The art?” 


“T’m joining a frat house. Or is it a sisterhood? Sorority? Either way it 
works,” Rachel sighs. “I’m planning to take over by the time spring ends. 
We need some changes around here. There’s this whole garden that they 
want to dismantle because it’s too old and barely anyone is saying anything 
about it, so—” 


Say what you want about Apollo, but he’s good at subject changes. Percy 
half-heartedly encourages Rachel to resist the urge to burn down her dean’s 
office, while Apollo gives her graffiti ideas and offers to send some drafts 
of speeches for her to make over a megaphone. He manages to finish his 
worksheet before she hangs up the phone, which means he’s free to 
aggressively close his anatomy textbook and slam it on the coffee table, 
then snuggle up to Apollo’s side and say goodbye to Rachel as he hands his 
work over to him. 


Apollo pulls down the reading glasses on top of his head—gods, he looks 
hot in those but Percy’s practicing restraint—and looks at his work for a 
few seconds, flying over every answer with reading speed that makes 
Percy’s dyslexia jealous. But every god probably reads faster than every 
human, so he’s more impressed than anything else. 


“You got another question about the female pelvic organ wrong,” he says, 
and Percy closes his eyes, buries his face against his neck and groans. 
Apollo chuckles, running his fingers through his hair. “Bodies are 
complicated. Everything else is okay. You just need to go over those weak 
points. At least you’re not planning to be an ObGyn.” 


“There’s this girl in my class that’s planning to,” Percy sighs. “She’s 
terrifying. And sure, I’m not planning to go into gynecology, but I’m 
probably going to do an obstetrics rotation anyways, for the sake of learning 
stuff. I know it’s early to think about that, since I'm not done with pre-med, 
but, you know... I’m kinda excited.” 


“That’s the spirit,” Apollo plants a kiss atop his head, and Percy unearths 
himself from his hiding spot to look at his face and admire the glasses. 
They’re round with a thin golden frame that ends in a brown over-layer of 
plastic to rest against his ears. He’s pretty sure they’re from some 
unnecessarily expensive brand, but either way— hot. Goes amazing with 
the darker freckles that are popping up on Apollo’s skin, which he claims 
are a result of the sun starting to heat up again, as well as with the glitter 
eye-shadow. “You’re doing that thing where you might start drooling, 
Percy.” 


“1’m a drooler,” Percy mumbles, then leans in to press his lips against 
Apollo’s, bringing his hands up to his hair to tangle his fingers in his curls. 
“You’re not the only one allowed to look at pretty things.” 


“Thing, singular,” Apollo corrects him, shooting him a sheepish smile. 
Percy rolls his eyes, trying to ignore how satisfying that is. “I’ll give you a 
clue: he’s got green eyes, dark hair, a permanent Mediterranean sun tan—” 


“Dude,” Percy interrupts, chuckling. “I know what you mean but that 
sounds like my dad.” 


Apollo’s smile falls, expression turning sour. “Oh, yikes. Ew. Why would 
you say that to me?” 


“Aren't all the Muses your sisters?” Percy shoots back, and Apollo 
scrunches up his nose, which looks ridiculously good when he has those 
glasses on. Still, he laughs at him. “You reap what you sow, dude. Are you 
ever gonna introduce me to your non-wives-slash-sisters?” 


“No,” Apollo bites his lip, and Percy leans in to bite it himself, because 
Apollo's too pretty to do any work right now, clearly, but he's pulling away 


before he can accomplish that goal. “Not anytime soon, at least. They can 
be intense. I'd rather wait a little more.” 


“Boring,” Percy mumbles, despite agreeing. The idea of meeting Apollo's 
life companions that are kinda but not really an alternative to any other 
lover is... scary. And he's also kinda jealous they get to look at him for 
eternity, but, well, some things are like that. The thought of meeting Leto is 
far more daunting. “I get it, though. Your mom is more important.” 


“You can say that again,” Apollo sighs, bringing up his fingers to run 
through Percy's hair. If it was getting long before it's an absolute mess now, 
and he needs a cut with urgency, but Apollo's voice snaps him from the 
thought. “Hm, now that Rachel's mentioned it, though...” 


“Valentine's Day,” Percy nods, swallowing as his nerves spike up again. He 
meets Apollo's eyes, a little anxious. “Um, I wasn't sure you'd want to 
celebrate that...” 


“Of course I want to,” Apollo says, a little fast, and Percy sees his instant 
panic in his eyes. He tries so hard to be smooth sometimes, and Percy loves 
him for it. “I mean, if you want to, that is. Yeah. I— I won't lie to you, 
Percy, I kind of want to gift you enough jewelry to pay for your med-school 
tuition, but—” 


“That's too much,” Percy laughs, shaking his head. If his smile is a little 
lovesick, and Apollo's expression a little embarrassed, then that's ok. At 
least they're on the same page. “Dude, I'm so bad at not losing small things. 
Don't waste that on me. I'd settle for some flowers.” 


Apollo nods, looking past Percy's shoulder as if he just got the best idea 
ever. “I'll buy you flowers, indeed—” 


“Please don't buy out a store,” Percy begs, and Apollo frowns, which makes 
him laugh harder and then press a kiss on his lips, hard and sweet. Apollo 
looks pleased with himself afterwards. “You're impossible. And yes, it feels 
good to say that to someone.” 


“Fine,” Apollo pouts, then sighs as he leans further back into the couch, 
taking Percy with him. “I'll be here after you finish your shift at work next 
week, then.” 


“Sounds good. Kinda wanna cook my way into your pants,” Percy says, and 
bites down his smile when Apollo sputters, making a sound between a 
laugh and a groan. “Hey, it's Valentine's. It's fair game.” 


“T'm not complaining,” Apollo assures him, shaking his head. “Speaking of 
food, though, considering how highly Asclepius spoke to me of your food 
yesterday, I reckon your second session went well?” 


Percy hums. Apollo dropped him off this time as well, but couldn't be there 
when he came out because of some meeting with a few minor gods. It was 
certainly different to make the drive back to his place alone, but it did give 
him space to soak in everything he and Asclepius talked about. Only with a 
little more reluctance, because Apollo wasn't there to hold his hand. Still, 
it's better than his usual norm of what happens in therapy, stays in therapy. 


“I'm starting to think he has a point about, uh, my dad. And, well... 
Annabeth,” Percy winces. He kinda hates this subject, but he has to face it, 
and Apollo runs a hand up and down his back, not pushing him as he listens 
intently. “I guess, well, I guess we weren't as good of a couple as I thought. 
He brought up concerning stuff, but I don't really wanna talk about that...” 


“It's okay, baby,” Apollo smiles at him, encouraging and loving. “What 
about your dad, then? Or is there something else you two touched on?” 


“He gave me ideas on how to... you know, eh, talk to him next time,” Percy 
mostly mumbles the words out, unsure, but Apollo's touch is relaxing. He 
rests his head on his chest, closing his eyes. “It sounds good, I think, and we 
talked about the PTSD bullshit—” 


“Coping mechanisms, Percy, dear Styx—” 


“—that. I guess the extra hour helped,” Percy pauses, lingering on a thought 
that's been bothering him. He doesn't know whether to bring it up or not, 


but Apollo hums, prompting him to say fuck it. “I haven't really told him 
about Tartarus, though. Or... the self-harm...” 


Apollo digs his fingers into his back, in relaxing, soft circles, working out 
some of the tension that saying that out loud brought him. “It'll come up in 
due time, Percy. You don't need to push it— unless you want to talk about it 
with him?” 


“IT don't know,” Percy sighs. “I guess eventually I'll have to tell him about, 
uh, the way I coped with the stuff that wasn't necessarily my PTSD, but... 
I'm nervous. How... how do I justify something like that?” 


“Has he asked you to justify anything, Percy?” Apollo asks, his voice light 
and soft. It's such a simple question, but it gives him pause. 


“I... I guess not. He does ask me why, sometimes, but mostly he just wants 
me to tell him how I feel,” Percy takes a deep breath. “He really cares about 
that part.” 


“Then he's just going to ask you how you felt,” Apollo presses his lips 
against his head, and Percy holds on tighter to him. “That's all. Maybe he'll 
ask you why, Percy, just to see what you think, but I think we both know it's 
not that simple, and so does he. Trust him.” 


“T will,” Percy nods, swallowing. “That makes me feel a little better.” 


“Very well then, sweetheart,” Apollo presses a kiss over his forehead, and 
Percy blinks his eyes open, lifting his head off his chest to kiss his lips 
back. “I think I have the perfect present for you.” 


Percy huffs out a laugh. “Don't go overboard? Please?” 
“T promise it'll be simple,” Apollo winks at him. “And I hope you love it.” 


The rest of the week passes in a blur, except for that one day after swim 
practice in which he stops by Annabeth and Piper's for dinner, once he's 
already figured out Apollo's gifts but not the menu. Their coffee table and 
kitchen island are overrun with Annabeth's material for her classes, with the 


woman herself going back and forth between surfaces to check things, 
while Piper calmly enjoys her online courses, and he brainstorms menu 
ideas for Valentine's Day. 


“What's a sexy food...” he says out loud, and Piper snorts beside him. “You 
don't get to laugh if you're aren't gonna give ideas.” 


“Eh, potatoes and steak?” She shrugs. “I dunno, man, the only sexy food is 
dessert. Maybe you could cheat through some waffles?” 


“Or pancakes,” Percy nods, and then a light bulb goes off in his head. “Oh, 
crepes. Mom and I spent a whole summer learning how to make them... I'm 
missing a good pan for it, though...” 


“You can borrow mine!” Annabeth exclaims, as she walks hurriedly past 
the couch to walk up the stairs. “I don't mind!” 


“Thanks!” Percy calls back, but all he and Piper hear is the sound of 
Annabeth's footsteps. He shoots Piper a look. “What are you doing for 
Valentine's?” 


Piper shrugs. “Eat out at a restaurant, then eat out at home.” 


It takes Percy a second, but he gets it, and makes a disgusted sound. “Dude, 
you can keep that to yourself.” 


“Well, I am,” Piper chuckles, to which Percy grimaces. “Hey, I can mess 
with you a little. Despite Annabeth suspecting things, I never told her how 
much you messed up.” 


“And I can't thank you enough for that. I still owe you one,” Percy sighs, 
running a hand through his hair. He bites the inside of his cheek, and then 
decides, fuck it, he's curious. “So, are you transferring to New Rome, 
Olisce” 


Piper's expression shuts off a little, but then she forces herself to relax, 
letting out her own sigh. “I don't think so. I don't... I can't leave my dad. I 
miss him a lot, and he's finally moved on from, you know... Hollywood. I 


can't ask him to come back to California when I wanted to leave so badly 
anyways. And my home is with him. I realized that a while ago.” 


Percy presses his lips together. He can't possibly put himself in Piper's 
shoes, because at least when he moved, he knew he was leaving mom in the 
best hands possible, with Paul, and Chiron willing to take a call if there 
were any emergencies. But he does feel for her, and for Annabeth. It's 
impossible for him not to. 


“Spring is coming fast,” he says, voice low, and Piper nods. She takes a 
swig from her coffee cup like she wishes it was something stronger, and he 
wishes he had better words of reassurance for her. “You'll figure it out, 
Pipes. You and Annabeth. You two always do.” 


“Thanks, Percy,” Piper lets out a deep breath, then shoots him a reluctant 
smile. “Who would've thought we'd end up here four years ago, huh?” 


“Certainly not me,” Percy shrugs. “Thought I'd be married by now.” 
Piper scrunches up her nose. “Yikes, dude. You were messed up.” 


“Right,” Percy allows himself a laugh, because it is crazy to think about 
how desperate for something permanent he was. He couldn't have imagined 
any of this now, his relationship with Piper turning into a casual friendship 
included. “You thought we would be married too, don't lie.” 


“Yeah, I did,” Piper admits, sounding appropriately disgusted. “We were 
messed up. I had no idea what love looked like. But look at us now— we 
figured something out, and it didn't take any weddings, or, you know, 
divorces.” 


“Or children,” Percy sighs, wincing. “I like children.” 
“Well, you got a proper baby daddy now, don't you?” Piper asks, her tone 


smug, and Percy grabs a couch cushion to hit her on the arm, blushing. 
“Aw, Percy, you look cute when you're embarrassed—” 


“You're terrible,” Percy shakes his head, hugging the cushion to his chest, 
ears flaming. “Absolutely awful. Just because I love him it doesn't—” 


Percy bites his tongue, and Piper promptly chokes on her coffee. He refuses 
to help her clear her airways, despite it being against all his instincts, 
instead burying his face in his hands, his cheeks unbearably hot. Piper 
thumps her chest, coughing a little, and then speaks up with her voice 
shredded. 


“Holy shit,” she forces out, then clears her throat. “Oh gods, Percy, you're 
so in love, I didn't think you'd admit it. Or notice it.” 


“I'm not oblivious,” Percy mumbles. “I just, uh, don't like thinking about 
that stuff...” 


“Romance is awful,” Piper agrees. Percy raises his head just to see her wipe 
her chin with her shirt. Apparently she spilled some coffee. “I get it. But, 
wow, dude—” 


“T know,” Percy has enough presence of mind to admit he's whining. “I'm 
fucked, and not even in the best way.” 


“I mean,” Piper starts, and Percy's heart kicks into overdrive. “Apollo 
seems—” 


“Don't give me hope,” Percy interrupts her, refusing to meet her eyes. 
“Just... don't. I can't. Not yet. I can't have hope yet, not that he'll ever say it. 
I just want to break the cycle.” 


Piper stares at him without saying anything for a few seconds, then she 
sighs. A hand sneaks onto his shoulder, squeezing it in reassurance, and 


then Piper pats his back. 


“Okay, man,” she says, and only removes her hand when Percy relaxes a 
beat later. “Want veggie pizza for dinner? My treat.” 


Honestly, bless Piper. 


Despite his reluctance, Apollo has to allow Aphrodite one single win: she’s 
less indecisive when it comes to jewelry than he is. 


“You have such good taste,” she says, examining the designs in his 
notebook with a finger, passing every page with a dreamy sigh. Hephaestus 
stands beside her, looking over her shoulder, and grunts in agreement as she 
finally picks one pair. “I thought you’d want to give him a few more 
diamonds, though. Or a bigger one, at least.” 


“Not his style. I'm already treading on thin ice as it is,” Apollo shakes his 
head, then, because he can’t resist: “I do want the earring made just in case, 
though. One big diamond can't hurt.” 


“This gold is old,’ Hephaestus says, ignoring Aphrodite’s delighted 
squealing, as he usually does. The fact that Apollo has them in a room 
together is enough of a miracle, so of course, he’s doing his best to act like 
her mere presence doesn’t grate on both their nerves. A smart man. “The 
height of Roman offerings at your temple in the capital, old. Are you sure 
you want to use it on this?” 


Apollo glances at it and shrugs. “Well, Rome fell, didn’t it? And we’re still 
here. There’s no better use for old gold than this. Though I do want the 
scraps back for future projects, if you’ll keep them safe for me. I'll pay in 
favors.” 


Hephaestus raises his eyebrows but says nothing more, heading towards his 
workshop. It’s been a while since he’s visited the place he technically shares 
with Aphrodite on Olympus, and it is as well-decorated and abandoned as 
usual, just as the two of them like things. The only reason there’s no dust 
and a neon-sign saying this marriage only works for a couple decades every 
century is because it’d be tacky— though not tackier than what is quite 
obviously one of Ares’ leather jackets resting out of place over a bust of 
Adonis’ face. Yikes, the tension in this place. No wonder he doesn’t visit. 


Aphrodite links their arms together as she walks him after Hephaestus, like 
Venus did during Saturnalia, nails digging in like a bird of prey going for its 
next meal. Doves, his ass. Aphrodite’s symbol should’ve been one of those 
awful birds that could eat a human whole. 


“How are things, my dear?” Aphrodite asks, her voice way too sweet. “Has 
Percy made you give up yet?” 


Apollo narrows his eyes, and tries not to think about how much deeper 
every kiss and touch and look has felt since he gave him that massage. “I 
don’t even know what you mean by that.” 


“Of course you do,” Aphrodite rolls her eyes, green like a Caribbean beach. 
She always gets the undertones wrong; they’re too blue, too perfect. 
Humans as they are in this age are truly impossible to reproduce by divine 
hand without effort, and it ruins Aphrodite’s attempts at bothering him. 
“You can’t reject him forever. Mostly because he doesn’t have forever, but I 
know you’re well-aware of that, Apollo, and I don’t wish for the reminder 
to bring you any grief.” 


“Then why would you mention it?” Apollo sighs. “And when have I 
rejected him?” 


“If you haven’t, you will,” Aphrodite curls her lips in distaste. “You aren’t 
ready yet, but you’re almost there. You just need to be hit over the head 
with a few facts.” 


“You are annoying,” Apollo says, his tone as deadpan as he is resigned. 
They finally enter Hephaestus’ workshop, to which she crinkles her nose, 
and they watch him work from afar, locked together as they are. “Very 
annoying. Why do you care?” 


“T watch out for my own,” Aphrodite shrugs, to which Apollo whips his 
head to look at her, mildly horrified. She meets his eyes and shrugs again 
with a self-satisfied smirk. Shit, he was only joking when he said Percy was 
too pretty not to be a legacy. That... explains a lot about Sally Jackson, 
actually. “Greek or Roman or anything else, bitter like my dear Piper or a 
hopeless romantic like Percy Jackson, blood calls for blood. Venus waited 
for a long time to hear from him, and we both want to see this through. 
Don’t mess it up.” 


“You just dropped like twenty bombs on me,” Apollo looks back at 
Hephaestus, blinking away his shock. Then, he grimaces. “How does 


Poseidon feel about this?” 


“He gets no say,” Aphrodite huffs. “He messed with my legacy. And he 
trying to get between you two was horrendous. He’s always had bad taste.” 


“Sally Jackson—” 


“There’s an exception for everything,” Aphrodite grins, sighing sweetly. 
Apparently, even Aphrodite accepts that the Jackson matriarch is too 
wonderful not to acknowledge. “You do understand what I mean to say to 
you, right? Don’t run from love, Apollo.” 


“I’m tired of chasing it,” Apollo says, his tone bitter. Aphrodite pats the arm 
she’s hanging onto, which is the closest thing to comfort he’s probably 
going to get from any Olympian for a while. “I just want it to be simple.” 


“But he isn’t simple,” Aphrodite makes a tsk sound, and if she had any less 
grace, she’d probably elbow him. “And he is as much of a giver as you are, 
if not more so. You can’t deny him what you both want.” 


Apollo doesn’t answer. He doesn’t want to think about it. He just wants to 
get Percy’s gift and be off of Olympus as soon as possible, down on earth 
where he can do his job, care for who he cares, and then at the end of the 
day live another night of getting to have Percy Jackson for the little while 
he’s allowed to before things inevitably have to change. Aphrodite doesn’t 
push again, which is a miracle he’s thankful for, and it’s not long before 
Hephaestus is cleaning his hands, and letting Aphrodite take the jewelry to 
set it in two different boxes, soft like velvet and the color of freshly-spilled 
blood. 


She hands them to him, and Apollo takes them. And lingers, looking at her. 
“Tt’s not that I don’t want it. I’m just...” 


Aphrodite meets his eyes, and he used to see many faces there, a Spartan 
prince and an innocent nymph, a warrior queen and an emperor, a humble 
shepherd and a Thessalian princess. Now, all he sees is the sea, and New 
York, and the terror of the truth. 


“You’re scared,” Aphrodite finishes, genuinely kind for once. And then, 
with a stronger voice. “But I gave birth to fear, Apollo. It’s okay. I trust 
you’ll get it right. Don’t make me send Anteros after you, you foolish 
light.” 


Apollo takes a deep breath and nods. Alright. “That’s the nicest thing 
you’ve said to me in forever.” 


“Don’t mention it,” Aphrodite winks, and turns him around, pushing him 
out the door, walking them both out of the workshop. Apollo calls his 
thanks to Hephaestus over his shoulder, but all he hears is a grunt. At least 
that, he understands. By the time they’re at the door of her home, Aphrodite 
sounds a lot less willing to be nice. “Don’t disappoint him. Happy 
Valentine’s Day, dear.” 


And then she slams the door in his face. Well. He looks at the gifts in his 
hands and sighs. Love. Always so complicated. 


His next stop is Hecate. He finds her with Athena at the library of Olympus, 
which is just a combination that gives him a headache out of principle, and 
she seems deeply unimpressed by his request. At least he didn’t have to go 
to one of her damp, dreadful caves she likes to hide in. 


“Just that?” She asks, eyebrows raised, dark eyes narrowed. Athena 
scattered as soon as she saw him, probably because she doesn’t want to give 
away exactly when and how she’s planning to ask Percy to sacrifice his 
time for Olympus. Again. Ugh. “That’s too simple. How about a curse for 
whoever steals it? I know you like those, cousin.” 


Apollo hesitates for longer than his moral compass should allow, but it’s 
been a long day. “No, no. If anything, I’d like to curse them myself— um, 
maybe. Thanks for the offer, though.” 


“Very well,” Hecate waves her hands at the jewelry, doing her hocus-pocus 
that he still doesn’t really understand, and then looks him in the eye. 
“That’ll be a vial of your blood, cousin, if you will.” 


“Ha ha,” Apollo rolls his eyes. Having goth cousins on his mother’s side 
doesn’t get any less weird, no matter if you’re a mortal or a god. “You owe 
me one for Lou Ellen Blackstone. A friend of my son is a friend of mine. 
Artemis wouldn’t have heard her plead to the moon if I hadn’t been 
watching over their quest, and half her spell would’ve blown up her face.” 


Hecate frowns at him, as sour as always, but she shrugs. “We minor gods 
owe you as a whole, Phoebus. The council is better for us now than it was 
five years ago. But you didn’t hear that from me.” 


He forces a smile. It’s awkward to think of how much he could’ve helped, 
before his punishment, if he hadn’t been so self-absorbed. As much as 
Athena refuses to see her own failures as such, she did have a point in 
London: his lack of insight hurt more than it did good. He’s only glad he’s 
gotten to fix that now. 


“Thank you,” he says, and retreats. 


Down from Olympus, to the streets of New Rome, he stops by a flower 
shop and proves to have some degree of self-control by not buying out the 
whole of their stock, instead settling for a bouquet. Knowing who he is, the 
attendant very much keeps him away from the hyacinths, but he does stop 
by a pot of them when they turn their back, speaking to him about violets 
and roses. Softly, he runs his finger over a petal, sighs, and wonders if he’d 
approve of who he’s become, the same way he wonders if Commodus is 
having a proper punishment in Hades. 


He’s never been brave enough to check on their souls. It’s not his place. 
There’s only now, for a god, but his treacherous heart likes to remind him 
that there’s a reason mortals get caught up in the past, as well as gods. It is 
easier than trying to make good choices now. But he knows better, so his 
heart doesn’t crack when he turns away from the hyacinths and tries to 
think of what Percy would like best instead. 


He doubts there’s anything as sweet as him, though. 


Fuckity fuck, Percy thinks, fuck this fucking shit, fuck. 


Crepes are harder to make than he remembers. He discovers what it’s like to 
identify with glorified pancake mix when he fails to handle five in a row 
without breaking them, which seems like a very sad metaphor for the five 
years he spent tricking himself into a false sense of security that he would 
have a normal summer, only to get hit over the head with a war. 


...or maybe he’s just stressed and projecting because Asclepius is good at 
making him reevaluate his life when all Percy would like to do sometimes 
is make out with his therapist's dad. That seems a lot more likely. 


Apollo decides to knock, to Percy’s absolute horror, because he can’t 
exactly let this flimsy ass batter burn or he might end up having to buy a 
new pan for Annabeth because he’s going to throw this one out the fucking 
window. So, naturally, he yells. “It’s open!” 


He hears his front door opening and closing, but ignores it in favor of 
flipping the fucking crepe— yes! Fuck. Fucking finally. 


“You know,” Apollo comments behind him, but Percy’s too busy quietly 
celebrating to care. “You look real cute when you’re focused.” 


“What?” Percy frowns, staring at the crepe. He risks a glance at him and 
something in his brain snaps into place. “Oh, right, it’s you. Hi.” 


“Hi yourself,” Apollo smiles from where he’s leaning against the doorway, 
dressed to the nines in high-waisted slacks, a black t-shirt, and a grey plaid 
tweed jacket. His jaw drops open, inevitably, as his eyes catch on Apollo’s 
gloss-shiny lips and a single, plain gold earring in the shape of a sun on his 
left ear. “Like the flowers?” 


Percy promptly drops his eyes away from his face, which takes a lot of 
effort, and stammers out a response. “I— uh, I, you— thank you? Thank 
you. You look— ah, nice.” 


“Don’t let it burn,” Apollo says, and Percy turns back to the stove, face 
bright red, to try—and succeed—in getting the crepe off the pan. He almost 
jumps into the air as he feels a hand sneaking past him to turn the stove off. 
“T think you’ve made enough.” 


Percy glances at the pile resting on a plate beside him and sighs. “They 
weren’t pretty enough for you.” 


A chuckle, and then Apollo coaxes him to turn around, all coy smiles and 
lowered eyelashes, pressing a bouquet of flowers into his chest and leaning 
in to kiss him, a soft brush against his lips that sends a shiver down his 
spine, and then a firmer kiss over his cheek. Percy feels so out of breath that 
his hold on the flowers is weak at best, but after a second of staring he 
clears his throat. 


“Thank you,” he says, his voice soft and small, and Apollo’s eyes wrinkle at 
the corners, blue gaze swimming with happiness. “I can’t believe you 
actually bought flowers.” 


“Tt was worth it to see that expression on your face,” Apollo chuckles, 
kissing his cheek again, and Percy huffs out a breath, blinking, before 
finally pulling him in by the back of his neck so he can properly kiss his 
thanks, with a long, long kiss that he’s not above admitting, has a little too 
much tongue in it to be called sweet. Apollo stares at him afterwards, 
eyebrows raised. “I’m going to start bringing you flowers more often.” 


“Please do,” Percy nods, and then turns away from him, scouring his 
kitchen for a vase. He doesn’t really own one, but he has this real tall glass 
of water somewhere... “Um, I just realized I only know plant names and 
nothing else.” 


“Putting them in water is fine,” Apollo assures him, and Percy resumes 
looking for that really tall glass. He has to bend down to look into one of his 
cupboards, see if he abandoned it around there somewhere, and it says a lot 
that he welcomes the way he can feel Apollo’s eyes tracing the curve of his 
ass. Life... is amazing. “Do you know which flowers those are?” 


“The white ones are lilies,” Percy says, straightening up, glass in hand. 
Apollo reaches out and cleans it with a touch, which he really appreciates, 
and watches with attentive eyes as Percy fills it with tap water and then sets 
them in. It looks nicer than he thought he would, and it makes him a little 
emotional. “Mom has a few. I can’t remember the red ones’ name.” 


“Carnations,” Apollo tells him, stealing his hand to press a kiss against his 
knuckles. “Passion and purity in a bouquet just for you.” 


“Gods,” Percy shakes his head. He’s starting to think his blush tonight is 
permanent. “I— I made chocolate for you?” 


“T think I’ve just decided I love Valentine’s Day,” Apollo announces, and 
kisses him—they stay locked like that for entirely too long, to the point 
where, when Percy retreats back to press himself against the counter, 
dragging Apollo with him, they almost knock over the flowers. Neither of 
them are sorry afterwards, though. 


After that, dinner is simple. He guides Apollo to the living room, bringing 
the flowers along, where he did his best to set up a few scented candles and 
ingredients for their crepes, dimming the lights low, sitting on the floor on 
top of a small circle of pillows and blankets next to the coffee table, like an 
in-doors picnic. Percy isn’t really good at this kind of stuff, even after 
having been in a relationship before, but he tries. As he sets the flowers on 
top of the coffee table, it feels a lot more complete, and Apollo looks 
enchanted by it. 


He doesn’t question it when Apollo bites his lip and asks Percy to close his 
eyes, then to open them, only to see a bottle of red wine and two glasses. 


“T might have stolen this from Dionysus’ secret stash— not that he drinks 
from it, of course,” Apollo winks at him, and Percy rolls his eyes, then 
watches him pop the bottle to serve their glasses. “He won’t miss it. He has 
thousands like it.” 


“Well, ’'m not a big drinker,” Percy says, to which Apollo raises his 
eyebrows, likely remembering all too well the night they dared to give each 
other a chance. He makes an amendment. “Unless I’m in good company, 
that is.” 


Apollo hands him his drink, and raises his glass up in a toast. Percy clinks 
their drinks together, watching him with a smile so big it hurts. “Well, I 
don’t know about you— but I think I’m in the best company possible.” 


Gods of Olympus, Apollo knows flattery. The best-worst thing about it is 
how terribly well it works, and Percy stumbles through words and sips of 
wine and bites off his crepes to try and tell him he too is the best company 
he could wish for, and how nice he looks. To which Apollo starts 
complimenting him again, resulting in a lot more nervous sputtering since 
he doesn't look nice at all. Percy didn’t dress up, unless a pair of shorts that 
he put on blindly after arriving home from work and a tank top count, but 
Apollo keeps him from leaving him to change, claiming he likes how he 
looks. 


“Tt’s natural,” he claims, taking the whipped cream away from Percy, who’s 
trying to make his amateur crepes look nice, to blow a load—ha ha, dicks— 
into his mouth, licking his lips afterwards like Percy doesn’t suddenly regret 
not wearing any underwear. “You look lovely in anything, anyways. And 
you’re also good at everything, actually.” 


“T’m not,” Percy protests, picks a strawberry to cut it in half, dipping it into 
the crepe and whipped cream before taking another sip of wine. He has to 
admit it's really good. Apollo takes over the chocolate syrup next, but this 
time, he smears some of it over Percy’s lips, which distracts him from his 
work as he instantly opens his mouth and sucks his finger in. He then stares 
at him afterwards. “These crepes are passable at best. And you’re eating all 
my supplies. Good thing I made brownies just in case.” 


“T kinda wanna use all of your supplies on you and eat that for dinner,” 
Apollo shrugs, with not even an attempt at subtlety or shame to be seen, 
meeting his eyes as he brings his wine glass up to his lips. Percy pretends 
that it isn't kinda hot. “But these crepes are actually pretty good for 
homemade, baby. Certainly better than some I’ve eaten in France. And, may 
I ask, where are the brownies? Just curious.” 


“Those are for after you fuck my brains out,” Percy rolls his eyes, lips 
twitching as Apollo chokes on a bite of one of the thicker crepes he made, 
which means it’s essentially a pancake. “Maybe we should’ve gone to a 
restaurant. Or I should’ve made an actual meal...” 


Apollo’s eyes widen, and he starts frantically shaking his head as he 
recovers air to his lungs. “What? No, absolutely not. I love this. The fruits 


of your labor are priceless. There's nothing more romantic than doing 
something for someone else with your own hands.” 


Percy blushes up to the roots of his hair. “I, well, I just thought you'd be 
used to, uh, fancier stuff, I guess...” 


Apollo huffs, pulling him in to press his lips against his. He tastes like wine 
and chocolate, smells faintly of strawberries and heat. Percy falls into it 
easier than he falls asleep at night. 


“Tt doesn't matter what I'm used to,” Apollo says in a low voice, trailing 
kisses from the comer of his mouth to his ear. “This is better than a tour of 
Rome, or drinking the night away in Barcelona, or a date night at a 
restaurant in Paris. All that matters is you, me, together, having a good 
time.” 


Percy swallows the emotion building up in his chest, managing a shaky 
smile, wrapping an arm around Apollo's shoulders and sliding into his lap. 
He buries his face in his neck, too amazed by the simplicity of it. The subtle 
dig at the fact that Percy's previous relationship had unreasonable standards 
makes him recall Asclepius' concerns after their last session, and he marvels 
at how different this love is from anything he's had before. He'd be insane to 
let it go. 


“You're such a charmer,” Percy mumbles with a sigh, and Apollo chuckles. 
“You win this one, Phoebus.” 


Percy feels more than sees the shiver that runs down Apollo's back at the 
name, and bites down a smug smile. Two can play this game, after all. 


“You're unbelievable,” Apollo says, and it feels good to hear it in this 
context; he's not getting yelled at, he's not being accused, he's not intruding, 
and he’s not doing reckless things for the sake of a prophecy. He's just him, 
with his shorts and his disheveled hair and his nice-try crepes. And he's 
never been gladder to be. 


After that, they speak of themselves, the things that they aren't together to 
witness, while working their way through their food and the bottle of wine 


with efficiency. Percy talks about swim practice, his steady progress with 
his classes, work, about Ella and Tyson and Annabeth and Piper, about his 
hope that the girls will do okay when they're apart again, about whether or 
not Hazel and Frank might retire from praetorship this summer, and many 
other things, because his life is filled with people and he loves each and 
every single one of them to varying degrees, and he missed being able to 
talk about it and accept it, embrace that he isn't alone. 


Apollo, in turn, speaks mostly of Meg. Percy can see the anxiety there, the 
struggle with the thought that she isn't twelve anymore, but Apollo is rather 
graceful at avoiding and changing subjects, and picking his words carefully 
—not because he doesn't trust him, of course, but because he doesn't want 
to worry him, and it makes Percy think of the present he picked out for him, 
to go with the chocolates. 


“T have something for you,” Percy says, looking at where Apollo is 
caressing his hands on his lap; running his fingers up and down the length 
of Percy's own, looking at his bitten nails with traces of red nail polish that 
Hazel was kind enough to apply for him. He feels his eyes on him, but the 
nervous fluttering of his chest keeps him from making eye-contact. “Not 
just the chocolates. It's— well, it's kinda sappy.” 


“T love sappy," Apollo replies, letting go of Percy's hands to reach out and 
run his fingers through his hair instead, making Percy sigh and make eye 
contact. Apollo's biting down a grin, positively charmed. “You could give 
me a soda can as a Valentine's present and I would probably make it one of 
my sacred symbols, Percy.” 


Percy laughs, shaking his head, and breaks away from his hold to stand up. 
“T'll be right back.” 


“T could wait forever for you,” Apollo makes a kissy face at him, coaxing a 
blush out of Percy. It makes Apollo grin, smug and wide. “I'll give you my 
present first when you come back, though.” 


Percy decides not to get hung up on the fact that Apollo got him something 
else to go with the flowers, retreating to his room and fetching what he 
planned. It isn't much; it's more sentimental than it should probably be, and 


he doesn't think this is really Apollo's style, but still. The meaning is what 
counts, and if there's anything he knows about Apollo is that he's as 
susceptible to stuff like that as a child is to plush toys. 


He slips it into the back pocket of his shorts and returns to the living room, 
kneeling next to Apollo and getting a kiss planted on his nose for his 
trouble, stealing a chuckle from him. 


“T missed you terribly, honey-boo” Apollo says, in his best nasal, needy 
voice, which just makes him laugh even harder. “Promise we'll never ever 
be apart like that again, sugar-boo.” 


“Gods, I hate you,” Percy proves this by pressing a kiss full on Apollo's 
mouth, their smiles so big that they struggle for a second. Then, he raises 
his eyebrows at him. “You ready?” 


Apollo answers by scooting back from his space, digging into the breast 
pocket of his jacket—Percy regrets not rising up to his level of style so 
much, but at the same time, he can't wait to take that off him—but when 
Percy sees what he pulls out, he almost has a heart attack. 


“No offense,” He blurts out, looking wide-eyed at the ring box. Apollo 
seems confused. “I'm kinda too young to get married to an immortal god—” 


Apollo chokes. “What? Oh, no no no, this is— this isn't a ring, Percy, gods, 
I wouldn't—” 


Percy slaps a hand against his own face, harder than he intended, but his 
relief is very real. “Shit, sorry, I kinda jumped to conclusions there—” 


“—_T can't get married anyways,” Apollo says, which kills whatever other 
thoughts Percy was having. He stares at Apollo's face, feeling even shorter 
of breath than he was before, and Apollo looks... well, like he regrets 
saying that. Still, Percy doesn't have to ask for clarification: “I made an oath 
thousands of years ago that I would never, uh, take a spouse... in the 
religious sense, at least, because mortal law doesn't apply to gods, I have 
divorced quite a few... I was not in a good place. I think— I think it was 


ten years after Hyacinthus died, and I told everyone I just couldn't pick 
between the Muses—” 


“Oh,” Percy breathes out. He doesn't know which part of that is the worst 
aspect, since all the angles make it pretty terrible, but he doesn't hang on to 
that. Instead, he looks at Apollo's panicked, sad eyes and offers him a smile, 
one of his hands coming up to rest against his neck, feeling a heartbeat that 
is pure deceit rabbiting against it. And yet, illusion and all, Percy quite 
loves it. “I get it. I can't blame you for that. I... gods, Apollo, I know you 
haven't always been all that you are now, but I think the Fates might have 
overdone it with your love life.” 


Apollo lets out a startled laugh, snorting. “Says the subject of two Great 
Prophecies that lacks the simultaneous privilege and irrelevance of 
immortality.” 


Percy shrugs. “We all have it rough, man. It's not a competition to see who's 
been through the worst shit. Watching someone you love die— I, I'm just 
saying, trauma's trauma. And your son told me that, FYI.” 


“Percy...” Apollo stares at him the way he did by the swimming pool, 
already two weeks and a few days back, awestruck and captivated. This 
time, though, before Percy can feel the sting of the stab, he manages to 
break out of his own love spell, shaking his head and looking down at the 
ring box in his hand. “Well, this is... this is the earring. Part one, you could 
say. I got you a Set.” 


“T told you not to overdo it,” Percy reminds him, narrowing his eyes at how 
Apollo's only defense is a sheepish smile. He sighs, a little dramatic, but 
he's intrigued. “Fine. Just this once. This better not be enough to pay tuition 
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“TI can assure you it's not,” Apollo pauses to pull out another jewelry box 
from his pocket, this one long like a necklace, or perhaps a watch. “At least, 
not in the United States.” 


Percy winces. He might have a scholarship, but that's only for his pre-med 
studies. He's been saving up money for a reason. “Don't remind me.” 


“Shall I do the honors?” Apollo asks him, holding out the boxes, red like 
the carnations and soft like Apollo's hair. Percy hesitates, then nods. Apollo 
would probably do a better job at not dropping it. Without missing a beat, 
Apollo pops the ring box open. “So, this is a piece of the diamond I had 
Hephaestus cut for the other piece of the set, and it's set in Ancient Roman 
gold, of the likes of Emperor Augustus, I would say, perhaps, he was really 
god at offerings—” 


Percy finally recovers the ability to breathe. “Sorry, did you say a piece of a 
diamond? Gold? Ancient gold?” 


Apollo blinks at him, then looks back down at the earring. “Well, I'm not 
the best at jewelry display presentations, but I think I did say that, yes.” 


He has to admit it's quite beautiful. Simple and small, designed to go 
against his earlobe in a round shape, probably more as a companion to 
another bigger earring than as the main star, perhaps even on his cartilage. 
Just looking at it makes Percy's heart groan in protest because this is, it's 
just— a diamond. A piece of a diamond. 


“You can always take just one piece of the set if you, um, feel like it's too 
much,” Apollo says, perhaps taking pity on Percy's overwhelmed mind. He 
raises his eyes to his, watches the blush over his cheeks and immediately 
thinks hell no. “Do you want to see—” 


“Yes, please,” Percy demands, then clears his throat because that was a little 
more high-pitched than he would like. “I want to see the other piece too.” 


“Right,” Apollo takes a shaky breath in, and his hand trembles when Percy 
takes the ring box from him, and instantly puts the earring on. “Oh, gods, 
that looks good on you... right, the, the...” 


He drifts off, at a loss for words, which does make Percy feel smug about 
the whole thing, until Apollo snaps the other box open and his brain melts 
out of his ears. 


At first, he thinks it's a choker-like necklace, which he wouldn't have been 
opposed to, but then he reevaluates the length and realizes it's a bracelet. 


Breath catching, he takes in the delicate, carefully crafted chain, thin and 
gold like the sun, then the diamonds hanging from it, each of them 
twinkling like little stars, round and simple, a perfect match for the earring. 


“Fuck,” Percy chokes out, and slowly brings a hand up to delicately touch 
the bracelet, as if fearing it might disappear if he applied too much force to 
it. It certainly looks delicate enough. “I... you said this was made from old 
offerings?” 


“Yes, though the diamond is more recent than the gold. And, you can wear 
this either around your wrist or your ankle, since Hephaestus is an expert at 
adaptability,” Apollo nods, watching Percy with relieved eyes, and a soft 
smile that brings out the blue of his gaze, as if his happiness was directly 
related to it. “This may or may not surprise you, but despite having no need 
for anything material, we gods love to hoard offerings such as these— not 
because of their metallic value, but because of what they represent to the 
person giving it to us. Each offering helps keep Olympus and its gods 
going. Helios faded because mortals shifted the subject of their prayers and 
offerings until he had too little left to sustain him. And I thought, well, call 
me silly, but I thought maybe it was only fair that you deserved to be shown 
a god's way of appreciation. It isn't just me, former Lester, being madly 
obsessed with you and wanting to shower you with precious things— it's 
also Phoebus Apollo, the god.” 


Percy stares like a gaping fish, equally stunned into silence like he was 
earlier, only this time he can feel a knot in his throat making it harder to 
keep down the tears. After a few seconds, he finds his words, his voice 
shaky. 


“Tt's not only the man but also the god,” he says, and watches Apollo's eyes 
get suspiciously shiny, as well. Percy lets out a chuckle, shaking his head. 
“How do I even say thank you for this?” 


Apollo swallows, looking down at the chain. “You could let me put it on 
you, for starters.” 


Percy scoots back to give Apollo his ankle within a heartbeat, shivering 
when he feels his fingers running down the skin of his calf before they trace 


a circle around said ankle. His thumb presses into the bone there, where he 
squeezes just once, before he's pulling the chain from the box and laying it 
over his skin, holding each end with a different hand to close it. The second 
it's around his ankle, it reduces slightly until it's the perfect size— god 
magic. Holy shit. And Apollo looks so reverent, looking at his diamonds 
and gold against Percy's skin like he thinks they belong there forever. 


They just might, and the thought plants a seed of doubt in him. “Gods, 
Apollo, they're beautiful, but if I lose them—” 


“You won't,” Apollo smiles at him. “Hecate owed me a favor. You have the 
best return-to-owner spell you could ever ask for. It might even be better 
than Anaklusmos'’, since it's quite an old blade.” 


“She,” Percy corrects, and Apollo raises his eyebrows. He blushes. “Uh, 
Riptide goes by she/her. A talking sword told me.” 


Apollo nods as if this makes complete sense. “Ah, no wonder. A little bit of 
Z6e Nightshade resides in the bronze, after all. That aside... I suppose you 
liked my present?” 


Not for the first time, Percy resists the urge to shake him. “No, I obviously 
hated it— don't pout at me, that's unfair, of course I fucking love it you 
sentimental little shit—” 


Apollo laughs, a melodious and joyous sound that warms Percy up to his 
core. Next thing he knows, they're kissing, and he doesn't know who started 
the kiss, but it doesn't matter, because it wouldn't make a difference. 
Running his hands through Apollo's hair, Percy sighs against his lips, which 
still taste like wine and chocolate, and runs his hands over his shoulders, 
feeling his strength, wondering about what weight he carries on them. 


Before it can get heated, Percy pulls back, panting. “My turn now.” 
Apollo laughs, kissing his temple. “Go ahead.” 


Percy readies himself only for a second, and then he pulls the necklace out 
of his back pocket, letting it dangle from his fingers. Apollo stares at the 


simple leather for a second, trying to make sense of it, and then his eyes 
drop to the single bead hanging from it. 


The reaction is immediate. “Percy, you can't give me this. It's yours.” 


“It's mine,” Percy agrees, glancing at the bead, eyes blurring at the names 
etched on it. He catches Silena's, right next to Charles', because despite how 
small the writing is, he's long memorized their placements, and hopes that, 
if they're out there, either living their next lives or enjoying Elysium— that 
they approve anyways. “And I want you to have it. I'll keep the rest of my 
beads, but this one— this one is important.” 


Apollo looks at it, not daring to touch it. “I don't deserve it, Percy. Back 
then, I did more harm than I did good.” 


“T don't care about that part,” Percy takes a deep breath. He's practiced what 
his reasoning for this is every day since he came up with the idea. The 
words do not fail him now. “You've changed. You've done penance. You 
made a promise, to Jason, to never forget what it's like to be like us, and this 
bead— I'm not trying to pin anything on you, Apollo. This isn't that. I know 
that you're aware of what your responsibility is now, but I thought that if 
one day I'll be gone, then I want someone who'll never be, someone that can 
understand, to remember their names for me. And that person is you, 
Apollo. You do deserve it.” 


Percy can see Apollo struggling with the concept right before his eyes, 
expression torn between pain, guilt, and, perhaps not that surprisingly, 
craving. Like he wants so badly to say yes, but there are things that hold 
him back. 


“How could I?” He asks, voice fragile and low. He blinks away tears, but a 
few still spill, and Percy wipes them, watching him crack under the 
comforting gesture. “I— I'm honored, Percy, I am. But this— are you 
sure?” 


“Yes,” Percy nods. “No take backs. I want you to have it. Apollo, I know 
that you... you keep some things to yourself. There's a lot of pressure that's 
been put on your shoulders and I don't envy it, but just like you're here for 


me, I'm here for you, too. I trust you, and I want you to trust me and know 
that I understand. You don't have to be strong for me all the time. The good 
and the bad... we can share it. And this necklace, this bead means the world 
to me. It has a lot of pain but also a lot of good memories.” 


Percy pauses, seeing Apollo close his eyes under the weight of his words. 
He presses the necklace against his hand, tangles their fingers together in 
the leather, and insists once more. “I want you to have it.” 


Apollo shivers, but only a moment later, his shoulders drop, and Percy sees 
him giving in. He sees him understanding. Silently, Percy untangles the 
necklace and goes to tie it around his neck, making sure the bead is facing 
the right way, before bringing it up to his lips and planting a breath of a kiss 
on it, before wrapping his arms around Apollo's shoulders and bringing him 
in for a hug. 


Within seconds, Apollo's sobbing, burying his face against his neck. He 
expected as much, but Percy still proves to be unprepared, the knot in his 
throat growing. Unlike him, Apollo is not a shy crier; he doesn't hold back, 
purging his sadness and his guilt and the stress and weight of the newfound 
mission he's going to dedicate his existence to, one he's been constantly 
working for ever since he regained godhood. Percy can't imagine having a 
responsibility like that, with no apparent end, that depends more on other 
people's vote rather than his own actions, but he does respect it. He 
understands the feeling behind it, the sheer honesty of it all, and he admires 
it. 


He repeats it out loud, just one more time. “This is not only for the man, 
Apollo. It's also for the god.” 


“You're so cruel,” Apollo huffs out with a laugh, wet and helpless, but 
there's real joy there, underneath his attempt at being snarky. “Thank you. 
I... I can't tell you how thankful I am, not really, and now my gift kinda 
pales in comparison, which—” 


Percy laughs. “I think we both won the best present competition, babe.” 


Apollo sits up and looks at him with the goofiest smile he's ever seen, wide 
and sloppy. “You just called me babe.” 


“Don't get used to it yet,” Percy rolls his eyes, but he doesn't really mean it. 
Apollo proves he notices it by pressing a tear-salty kiss on his lips, before 
realizing he's a little humid and cringing. Percy laughs again. “I'll dry you if 
you want.” 


“Gods,” Apollo wipes at his tears, and Percy pulls him by the neck for 
another wet kiss. He couldn't give a fuck about it. “We're such messes.” 


“A hot mess, you could say.” 


They stare at each other for a second, and then crack up at the same time, 
giggling like absolute idiots— Percy isn’t even that buzzed from the wine, 
so he can only assume that the light feeling in his body is giddiness, joy, 
perhaps even love, but right now he doesn’t want to think about that. He 
just wants to enjoy this, bask in it even if the future might be terrible and 
uncertain, because this is the kind of connection that he’s trying to recover 
with the rest of his friends: this quiet understanding, the ability to be both 
serious and absolutely nuts at the same time for the sake of enjoying being 
alive for those who aren’t. 


As such, it’s not a surprise that they end up making out, happy and clingy, 
and hot— Apollo is either overly happy or the room was already so warm 
that being stuck to each other just makes it worse, but Percy’s sweating 
within a couple minutes, laying back on the floor and dragging Apollo 
down with him. He’s quickly running his hands over his chest before 
pushing his jacket off, almost ripping the fabric as he helps him slide it 
down his arms. 


Percy pulls Apollo back down by wrapping his legs around his waist, 
tugging his shirt out of the waistline of his pants. He groans in frustration. 
“You overdressed today.” 


One of Apollo’s hands travels down his side then shifts to his front and 
fearlessly gropes him through his shorts, earning a half-choked sound of 


surprise. Apollo’s voice is incredibly smug. “And you’re underdressed, 
what a coincidence.” 


“T forgot to do my laundry,” Percy shrugs, and Apollo laughs, pausing his 
task of kissing his skin to let it ring through his body. “Hey, I’ve been doing 
a lot—” 


“Including me, yeah, I get it, lots of work there.” 


Percy rolls his eyes so hard he’s pretty sure he almost gets them stuck 
backwards, but decides to kiss him instead of pointing out how much of a 
dork he is for saying that. It’s an effective tactic; Apollo sets his hands 
under his thighs, running them over his skin, hot and strong and calloused 
in a way that a god’s hands shouldn’t be, because it speaks of effort and 
dedication and trying to improve oneself. The fact that Apollo has clearly 
let go of Lester, but not of what his time as him taught him, and is showing 
it through small things like these— it makes his heart feel ten times bigger. 


Slipping his hands under Apollo’s shirt, Percy feels a new scar, one that 
hadn’t been there last time he touched him or watched him without a shirt. 
It is level with his heart, if just a little off, and Percy sighs. He knows what 
this is. Piper’s told the story enough times for everyone’s ears to fall off, 
first in rage, then in confusion, then in cold understanding. Percy traces it, 
making Apollo shiver, and he thinks that’s enough to get the message of 
what he thinks about it across. 


“Should we move to your room?” Apollo asks, pressing their hips flush 
together, and Percy swallows hard. 


“Nah,” he says, shaking his head, pushing his shirt up until it’s off, and he 
gets an eyeful of the scar. It’s smaller than it feels, a strike of white over 
Apollo’s golden suntan, but the contrast is mesmerizing. “Has anyone ever 
told you that you’re wonderful and meant it?” 


Apollo lets out a little chuckle, and for once, he doesn’t sound sad. 
“Perhaps, but if they did— it pales in comparison to the way you Say it.” 


Percy cracks a smile. “Flatterer.” 


“1’d rather say silver-tongued,” Apollo leans back down and presses a kiss 
to the corner of his lips. Then, they make eye contact, and Percy’s breath 
catches, because he knows those eyes and his heart accelerates tenfold. He 
can feel it coming and it should terrify him, but instead, he just wants to 
hear it. “Percy, I hope it’s not too much if I tell you now, but I lo—” 


A third voice clears its throat and both of them jump, sitting up in alarm to 
look at the intruder. Percy stares blankly, failing to process what he sees, 
and it isn’t until Apollo curses and slips his shirt back on that he snaps out 
of it and scowls. 


“Percy,” Poseidon says, his expression pulled into a_painful-looking 
grimace. He looks around the room, detailing the candles and the open 
bottle of wine, as well as the remnants of their food, and sighs. Apollo, at 
the corner of his eye, grabs his jacket and throws it over Percy’s lap, to 
which he doesn’t react. “I... I forgot what day it was. You’ll have to forgive 
me for intruding...” 


One day, Percy thinks, and doesn’t say it out loud exclusively because he 
gets so angry so fast that his tongue and brain fail to connect, I’ll be able to 
have one nice thing. 


He might just have to kill his father tonight, if that’s what it fucking takes. 


31. Chapter 31 


Notes for the Chapter: 


i didn't think i would make it this week but somehow i managed. idk if 
this turned out as i wanted it to, because university started and i've had 
a rough week, but i did try my best. 


i hope you enjoy this! 


Poseidon's arrival sets Apollo so on edge that he fears he might actually set 
something on fire. Percy stays sitting on the ground, glaring, hair messy and 
lips red, smeared with some of Apollo's lip gloss. He looks angry enough to 
drown a whole city, and Poseidon looks back at him with an 
uncharacteristically sheepish expression, hands clasped together behind his 
back. For his part, Apollo subtly tries to close the button of his pants, trying 
not to freak out at how he almost told Percy that he loves him when they 
haven't been officially together for three full months yet. 


“Explain,” Percy demands, speaking through his teeth, and Apollo does this 
wonderful trick called setting a hand on his shoulder and squeezing ever so 
softly, immediately making him relax a little. “Please explain or I'll kick 
you out.” 


Poseidon looks between the two of them, looking like he wishes he was 
anywhere but here. “I wish to apologize and give... not my approval, but 
perhaps my... support of your relationship.” 


Apollo swears you could hear a pin drop in the following shocked silence. 
Percy's face loses all expression and Poseidon looks equally as surprised as 
Apollo is about that sentence, like he can't quite believe he just said it. 


“Dad,” Percy starts, tone careful. “I know you're like a trillion years old—’ 


Poseidon frowns. “That is overdoing it—” 


“So surely you would know that showing up on Valentine's Day to interrupt 
your son's spicy date is kinda rude,” Poseidon grimaces in response, and 
Percy makes an offended sound. Apollo didn't anticipate what he would say 
next, so he fails to stop him in time. “Yeah, dad, we were about to have hot 
gay sex in case you hadn't noticed—” 


“Oh, wow, okay!” Apollo interrupts, which he really wishes he didn't have 
to, but Poseidon goes so green and glares at Apollo so fast at the 
implication that he's having his way with his son, that he feels it's necessary, 
or they might just end up choking each other by the end of the night. He 
clears his throat, addressing Percy first. “Honey pie, let me handle this first, 
alright? Let's not get hotheaded.” 


“Honey pie,” Poseidon deadpans, closing his eyes like he's in physical pain. 
“Percy, are you sure this is what you want?” 


Percy throws his hands up in the air, gesturing at Poseidon. “You sired like, 
two horses and a sheep, so I think—” 


“Alright,” Apollo claps, turning on the lights and startling them both. He 
snuffs the candles out, and takes his empty wine glass and serves himself 
some more because he'll need it. Then, he clears his throat. “Let's all do a 
fun exercise. We'll take turns speaking, and we won't insult each other at all 
— and my self-esteem is really fragile, so we'll especially not insult the 
buffer between you two, okay?” 


Both father and son stare at him as if he's gone insane, which might as well 
be true. However, as Apollo takes a deep gulp of his wine—which is not 
how you're supposed to drink it unless you want to die or go to prison FYI 
—the action seems to inspire confidence in both of them, and Poseidon 
shamelessly flicks his fingers at Percy's armchair so he can sit down in front 
of them, across the coffee table. Apollo doesn't like that he has the height 
advantage, so he gets up from the floor and sits on the couch, dragging 
Percy ‘pouty lips' Jackson with him, who's still glaring daggers at his father. 
Poseidon frowns at his determination for them to be on equal ground, but 
just crosses his arms. 


“Very well,” Apollo says. He looks at both their grumpy expressions and 
realizes he's playing family therapist, which is the one thing no one should 
ever do when Olympians are concerned, unless they want to go insane. 
Ugh. He would rather be fucking Percy so hard he cries. “I think we can go 
from oldest to youngest—” 


“T wanna talk first,” Percy breaks in, scooting over on the couch to daringly 
climb into his lap, which Apollo does nothing to rebuff. He wraps his arms 
around him and kisses his cheek instead. “I promise I won't insult him too 
badly. I just wanna say something before he says anything.” 


Apollo squints, because that sounds like he might offend Poseidon 
anyways, and then figures that’s fine. He deserves it. “Go ahead, honey.” 


“Thank you, sugar-boo,” Percy says, exclusively to make Poseidon roll his 
eyes in pain. Apollo can't say it's not a good ploy. “Dad, fucking learn to 
read a calendar.” 


He says nothing more, which is just about what he expected. “Thank you, 
Percy. That was insightful. Poseidon?” 


Poseidon seems to be regretting his life choices, which Apollo thinks is fair. 
“T sincerely apologize for interrupting. It’s been a while since I’ve 
participated in Valentine’s Day celebrations with Amphitrite, so I suppose 
the date has escaped my mind.” 


“Let me guess,” Percy chimes in, making a show out of counting with his 
fingers. “It's been about twenty one years, more or less?” 


Oh, yikes. Even Apollo feels the sting of that one. 


“Okay, my turn,” Apollo says, when Poseidon just scratches his beard in 
stunned silence. Percy can be mean when he wants to, and he pities anyone 
dumb enough to try him. “I personally don’t accept your apology because, 
last time we spoke, I was very clearly threatened. Unnecessarily so—” 


“Yeah, but that was—” Poseidon bites his tongue when he sees the look 
Percy sends him, thinking over his words before continuing. “Fair enough, I 


suppose. But what I said to you still stands, Apollo.” 


“And what I said to you still stands, too,” Percy crosses his arms. Even 
while sitting on his lap, he looks and sounds threatening enough to scare 
anyone without at least a bit of backbone. “What do you think you’re doing 
here? This is not what a normal dad does, in case you haven’t caught on to 
that.” 


“T wanted to...” Poseidon pauses like it pains him. “...express my support. 
I’ve been doing a lot of thinking ever since our conversation, Percy, and I 
realized that I’ve been unfair to you for a while now. Even if I’m not the 
best father, I could be making a better effort to make you comfortable in our 
relationship. I’ve failed you.” 


They stare at Poseidon’s regretful, hopeful expression in silence. Apollo 
doesn’t really know what to think— he only has a vague idea of what words 
were exchanged on New Year’s Eve, but he guesses they were rather strong, 
and most of all, truly hurtful, to make Poseidon willing to consider his 
behavior and come to personally apologize. Still, he knows a thing or two 
about neglecting his own children, and being a bad father. Trophonius made 
it very clear to him how easy it is for resentment to build, regardless of 
whether you’re right or not, or whether you did what you thought was best 
or not. In the end, only Percy can decide whether to validate his apology or 
not. 


“Did mom put you up to this?” He asks, his tone so serious that Apollo 
winces, and watches Poseidon hold back his own pained expression for the 
sake of clenching his jaw, keeping himself neutral. “If she had anything to 
do with this, I think you should go back to Atlantis and try again in a year, 
or however long it takes gods to self-reflect. I just hope I’m not dead by 
then.” 


“Percy,” Apollo says softly, leaning his cheek against his back and closing 
his eyes, wrapping him even tighter in his arms. “Take a deep breath. You 
aren’t just hurting him when you say things like that. And I’m not just 
talking about myself.” 


Percy follows his advice, taking in a deep breath, and then relaxes back 
against him. He can feel the regret oozing off him, having understood what 
he means. As much as words are weapons and Percy speaks the truth, 
speaks his real concerns, people always run the risk of hurting themselves 
with them, as well. Percy doesn’t need the pessimism of thinking that his 
relationship with his father will take his whole lifetime to improve, or that 
it’ ll never improve at all. 


Having given it a beat for Percy’s emotions to settle, Poseidon dares to 
speak again, and Apollo lifts his head to look at him. He’s staring at them 
like it’s an abstract picture he can’t quite grasp, but he sees a spark of 
resignation there, along with defeat. Poseidon is a fearsome foe to go 
against, either verbally or physically, but he is also someone that can be 
reasoned with, if you catch him in just the right mood— and Percy always 
has a way of bending people to his will. It certainly does wonders for 
Poseidon’s famous temper. 


“Your mother had nothing to do with it, Percy,” Poseidon sighs, drumming 
his fingers against his armrests. “Amphitrite did have... a few choice words 
for me, mostly about my own recklessness. I can promise you, however, 
that I mean it when I say I want to do better for you. Be as close to you as 
you’ ll allow me, in whichever way you need.” 


Percy doesn’t say anything right away, looking down at the coffee table. 
Then, he swallows. “But you still don’t approve, right?” 


Poseidon leans forward in his seat, perhaps trying to make eye contact, but 
when Percy meets his eyes his expression crumbles a little. Apollo knows 
gods that would’ve paid to see Poseidon at such loss, but he finds that it is 
not a pleasant sight to watch a man like him break down— or, perhaps more 
accurately: it’s not fun to see a father struggling to find his footing, despite 
having the best intentions at heart. It’s something other gods don’t 
understand; you can’t make things better by sheer will, no matter how 
divine you are. 


If it were that simple, there would’ve never been a Luke Castellan. Styx 
knows, Hermes also thought that he made his best choices, up until it was 
too late. Poseidon should be thankful Percy has not claimed his birthright in 


Atlantis, nor does he want to, or he might very quickly find himself being 
deposed as king. He can’t imagine Triton wouldn’t want a new crown. 


“T believe you and Apollo would be best apart, yes,” Poseidon confirms, 
and Percy doesn’t let it show through his body language, but his absolute 
lack of reaction, his stillness... as good of a front as it is, it's not infallible. 
“T’ve found that it is often best when the sky and the sea don’t mix. Two 
things that belong away from each other, like gods and mortals... it rarely 
works out, unless one of the parties gives up something. You know what I 
mean, Percy. And Apollo knows this too. It can only be temporary.” 


Apollo wonders if the subject of immortality will ever get old. He doubts it. 


“And what’s so wrong with temporary?” Percy asks, clenching his jaw. His 
expression has sunken into something a lot rawer, letting his wounded 
feelings shine through. Apollo takes a deep breath, because this is hard for 
him to hear, as well, but Poseidon is right. He knows things will have to 
change, and depending on what does, it will more than likely set them apart 
than keep them together. “That’s— if my life is temporary but I only get to 
live it once, then what’s so bad about it? I won’t feel a difference.” 


“And what about when you grow old?” Poseidon shakes his head, eyebrows 
narrowed. “I know that if Apollo is serious about you, he wouldn’t leave 
you until you give your last breath, and even then might hold on to you— 
but how will you feel when you start going grey and he doesn't? These are 
things you have to consider, Percy.” 


“You think I haven’t?” Percy snaps back, and stands up, evidently restless. 
His voice lowers back to a softer tone, though, and Apollo wishes he could 
ignore all of this but his heart is having a really bad time right now. “Of 
course I’ve thought about that. I know what I’m doing. This... this isn’t just 
about me, or about him, though. It’s about us.” 


“And have you talked about it?” Poseidon looks up at Percy with pitiful 
eyes, and for a moment, Apollo considers leaving, because this is— this is 
one way to make him feel even worse about almost confessing his love 
earlier. “Have you discussed this as a couple?” 


“It’s barely been a couple months,” Percy swallows, running a hand through 
his hair. “You can’t demand that from us. Is this— you know, is it me, or 
you’ve made this about me instead of about you again? Because this is a 
really shit way of apologizing and showing your support, dad.” 


Poseidon sighs, a sound as ancient as stone. “I’m sorry, Percy— but if I’m 
going to support you, then I have to air my concerns, as well. I can’t do one 
without the other. Did your mother just accept your relationship instantly?” 


There’s no response, because there doesn’t need to be. Apollo lets his head 
hang down, as he looks at the floor, at his own hands— the truth is a hard 
pill to swallow. He’s the god of it and he knows better than anyone that 
speaking honestly is more often than not more hurtful than lying, than 
feigning ignorance, than omitting facts. 


“Okay,” Percy says, his voice shaky, and Apollo looks up at him, watches 
him rub his eyes to get rid of moisture, and he feels his heart crack. “Dad... 
this is...” 


“I know,” Poseidon presses his lips together and stands; he walks around 
the coffee table to reach out, set a comforting hand on Percy’s shoulder, but 
Percy shakes his head and he lets it fall, helpless. “I’m sorry, son. Whatever 
you decide to do in regards to your future, I’ll try to be there for you, 
support you as you need me to, but we both know saying this out loud right 
now is for the best.” 


“T need time to— to think about you,” Percy admits, shaking his head again. 
He sits back down on the couch, like his energy has left him in a rush, 
staring at his feet— perhaps, at Apollo’s gift, shiny and pretty and a cruel 
reminder that nothing will ever be easy for them. “I just... I appreciate you 
apologizing, dad, but I think this is the last time you should talk about my 
relationship without me asking for your insight. I knew all of this. I already 
knew. You didn't have to bring it up.” 


Apollo reaches out and squeezes Percy’s hand, only for Percy to tangle their 
fingers together, holding on so tight it turns his knuckles white. Poseidon 
looks at them, and then just at Apollo. He meets Poseidon's eyes with 
reluctance, knowing he doesn’t have a leg to stand on. 


“T know you’ve suffered, Apollo,” Poseidon says, which sets dread in his 
chest. When other gods start saying things like that to him, it speaks louder 
than anything else about what they think of his ever-lasting struggle to find 
love. Poseidon just gave away how hopeless he thinks the situation is, but 
he doesn’t seem to mind. “And I’m sorry it has to be like this. I do hope for 
the best for both of you... apart or together.” 


“Just leave,” Percy sighs. He sounds exhausted. “That’s enough, dad. Leave 
him alone. You don’t get it, and you’ll never get it. And I’ll find a way 
around it.” 


“You can’t break every rule, Percy,” Poseidon tries, but he gets no response 
other than a stubborn look. Apollo stares at it and his heart throbs painfully, 
because he wants to believe in that so badly, but he can’t see how. Still 
defeated, Poseidon sighs. “I look forward to your attempts, Percy. Just one 
more thing, though, before I leave—” 


“Another one?” Percy snaps at him, recovering some of his energy, but he 
loses it again just as fast, leaning back against the couch and scooting closer 
to Apollo, shoulders brushing. “Whatever, just say it.” 


“Watch out for owls,” Poseidon frowns, and it’s exactly the last thing 
Apollo needs to hear right now. Despite how dangerous it still is, Apollo 
glares at him, and Poseidon glares back. “You’d do well to tell him. It’ll 
happen soon.” 


“Do I want to know?” Percy asks, and Apollo shakes his head at him. Percy 
seems to comprehend that he’Il have to hear it anyway, since his expression 
falls again. “Great. That’s amazing for me.” 


Poseidon doesn’t say another word as he leaves, this time through the front 
door—would it have killed him to knock, before?—and the silence 
afterwards is deafening. Apollo’s hated silence ever since he came out of 
his mother’s womb, but this time he’s thankful for it; it allows him to bathe 
in his hurt, for a few precious minutes, until Percy breaks it. 


“Fuck,” he says, burying his face in his hands, and Apollo pulls him into a 
hug, closing his eyes because he can’t find words. He can’t. “Apollo, please 


don’t let him in your head. I don’t care if he has a point. We don’t have to 
do what he says yet.” 


He struggles for longer than he should. “Percy, I... I don’t know. I don’t 
think that’s wise—” 


“T don’t care,” Percy snaps, squeezing him as he wraps his arms around his 
shoulders. “Listen, I’m fucking twenty-one. I thought I would be dead at 
sixteen. I thought I would be married by now four years ago. Now, I have 
no fucking rush to— to make things complicated again. I just want to be 
with you and we agreed we would have to talk about everything eventually 
back in December. Poseidon has no right to rush us. Please, Apollo. Don’t 
let him in your head. Please.” 


When he fails to say anything, still too stunned, thoughts swirling without 
order or reason, memories of times past when he thought he had simple 
things under control wanting to surge up again, Percy looks at him— eyes 
wet, frowning until he realizes what must be going on in his head, because 
his expression softens, as kind and warm as a summer breeze. 


“You’ve been hurt so much already,” he whispers, seemingly unable to raise 
his voice again. He traces his jaw with his fingers, presses them against his 
lips, and then kisses him— it tastes as sweet as it is cruel. “You’re not 
getting hurt again. Not on my watch. You hear me?” 


Apollo sighs. “I don’t think that’s under your control, Percy. And it’s... 
what if the cost of doing that for me is too high for you to pay?” 


Percy’s expression grows stormy, but he doesn’t seem angry at him, as 
much as he’s angry at the circumstances. “I can make my own choices. I 
don’t trick myself into fantasies, Apollo— I lost that luxury before I even 
knew I was a demigod. If I have to rebuild Olympus brick by brick to make 
it happen, or tear it down, so help me, I’ll find a way. I’m tired of just doing 
what gods say, and if that has to include dad... if it has to include you, then 
so be it.” 


Gods, Apollo loves him so much it tears him up from the inside in a way it 
never has before, and he can’t help wondering if he has it in him to match 


Percy’s determination and stubbornness. His time as a hero is over, and he’s 
always been a coward— and even if that’s changed, if he’s learned to be 
more than that, it doesn’t mean it’s easy for him to trust that it’ll be fine. 
Love has always been so elusive; when was the last time someone wanted 
him like this? Not even Hyacinthus could be so certain, too aware of who 
he was, a mortal that just so happened to catch the eye of a few gods, a few 
reckless men that had nothing to lose except their hearts, while he lost his 
life. 


It fills him with shame. “Percy, it isn’t that simple.” 


“No, it isn’t,” Percy agrees, tears in his eyes, and Apollo wipes the ones that 
fall, feeling them warm, as if his anger was enough to heat them up. “Just 
indulge me, Apollo. Please. You asked me to indulge you once, and I need 
you to do that for me this time. Today was... it’s all I’ve ever wanted. 
You’re all I’ve ever wanted. Can’t that be enough for a while?” 


Apollo takes a shaky breath in. He doesn’t want to sob again. The bead 
around his neck feels heavier than earlier and he has to wonder, how is it 
fair that love, for him, has to be a synonym of suffering? Percy’s love is so 
kind and fulfilling, so real, it’s like he’s been waiting for it forever, and yet 
it still finds a way to hurt him with how much better it would be for Percy 
to not give him any of it. 


But alas, he’s stopped trying to comprehend Fate beyond its cosmic 
importance a long time ago. Some things are just as they are. He doesn’t 
want to be hopeless; he wants to listen to Chiron’s advice to trust Percy and 
let him call the shots because it’s his life, he wants to think Aphrodite 
wasn’t lying to him when she said Percy would put his sad, silly, little heart 
back together, that they would figure it out, but it is so hard when faced 
with Poseidon, a crude reminder that reality isn’t as simple as the optimistic 
outlooks of a love goddess known to take things too far, and an old centaur 
who’s distanced himself from grief in ways that Apollo’s never been able 
to. 


And yet, he’s so weak. “I can’t say no to you.” 


“Yes, you can,” Percy refutes, scoffing, though not unkindly. “You’ve given 
me all the warnings, Apollo. Don’t think you haven’t. The first thing you 
told me was that just because we want something, it doesn’t mean we 
should have it. You— you’ve made me slow down, before I got in over my 
head. You can and you’l|l probably say no to me again, at some point, but I 
just... I just want you to give me a chance, okay? A chance to...” 


Percy’s kind enough not to finish that sentence, because Apollo doesn’t 
know how he would react to the confirmation that he’s loved right now. It 
would unlock something... something deep in him, a place of hurt and 
despair that he’s been too afraid to recall in its true awfulness, ever since he 
experienced a drop of it as Lester. 


“You have it,” Apollo says, and can’t bring himself to say anything more 
related to that. Percy looks to be stuck between stunned and on the verge of 
tears, so Apollo centers himself again, sighing. “Let’s... let’s move on. We 
were having a lovely evening. I suppose... I suppose I have to tell you 
about Athena, now.” 


Percy runs a hand through his hair like he wants to pull it out, but, to his 
credit, just resigns himself to the fact that this is it. “Fine. Hit me.” 


He does his best to explain Athena’s plan, and makes his disapproval very 
clear. Percy listens with a neutral expression, perhaps having to process all 
of it slowly— it’s been such a long day, for the both of them, a rollercoaster 
of ups and downs, and he wouldn’t blame him for having to take this very 
slowly. 


“What do you think?” Apollo asks, for the sake of having a glimpse of 
Percy’s thoughts. “I personally think you owe us nothing. You shouldn’t 
have to interfere if there are other ways, regardless of it taking more time.” 


“IT see both sides,” Percy sighs, shaking his head. “And I’m kinda angry at 
her now, too, but— I don’t know. [’ll have to think about it. And I want to 
hear her reasoning, too, as well if she will actually ask for my help, or just 
demand it from me.” 


Apollo winces. “Do you want to go to bed?” 


Percy thinks about it for a moment, then nods. He lets out a question, 
hesitant, his voice weak with an undertone of fear and bitterness that makes 
Apollo want to wrap him in a blanket and then wrap himself around him, 
too. “Will you stay?” 


“Yes,” he says, without a doubt. “If you want me to, then I am.” 


“Good,” Percy nods, visibly relieved. He then starts picking up the 
remnants of their evening, corking what’s left of the wine and piling up 
trash on a plate. Apollo moves to help him, but Percy shakes his head at 
him. “I need a second alone, if you don’t mind. Can you wait in my room?” 


Gods, Apollo would wait for him in the Fields of Punishment—in Tartarus 
—if he had to. “Of course.” 


It takes an hour, but Percy does come into the room, looking tired, his eyes 
red. He barely bothers to brush his teeth before falling into bed with him, 
and Apollo pulls him in, kisses his skin, from the moles and freckles to the 
scars, almost desperate. More tears spill from Percy as he does so and he 
wipes them, sings to him, soothes him in every way he can. For once, he 
can’t find his own tears, so he can’t match him. 


A part of him wonders if he’s already started saving them for the end. 


The next month or so is hard. 


He wouldn’t call their relationship strained—he knows from Annabeth what 
that looks like—but it is certainly more careful than it was before, and for 
the first time, since they started dating, or, hell, since they started getting 
close thinking it would only be a friendship born out of a messy situation, 
Percy’s actually afraid that he might lose him. As a result, he finds himself 
treating every single date, kiss, and intimate moment as their last, trying to 
say it all without putting it into words because he can see in Apollo’s eyes 
that he wouldn’t be able to take it. 


Still, there’s joy, and there’s devotion. That can’t be denied. Every look and 
touch unavoidably lingers, and Apollo becomes an even more permanent 


fixture in his bed, his apartment, his life. He has a drawer in his dresser 
where he keeps his pajamas, and space on his bathroom shelf for all his 
beauty products that he doesn't need, and Percy keeps finding pairs of 
sunglasses everywhere, discarded without much thought. 


It makes his heart ache, even if he's happy. He doesn't want this to hurt for 
either of them, but he knows it's going to. The day before they leave for 
Florida, Apollo helps him prepare his bag for the whole of spring break, and 
Percy looks at him, for a moment, as he goes on about how many swimsuits 
he should take, and finds himself making a bold request. 


“Will you cut my hair?” He asks, and Apollo almost bites his tongue from 
how quick he closes his mouth in the middle of judging one of Percy’s old 
pair of underwear that he honestly should dump, staring in surprise. Percy 
shrugs at him. “It's shaggy. I want to make a good impression on you 
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mom. 


“Oh,” Apollo blinks, opening and closing his mouth and causing Percy to 
snort at him. Apollo pouts. “Don't be mean to me, you're so unexpected...” 


Percy leans over and kisses his lips, rolling his eyes. “You're such a drama 
queen.” 


He does get it, though. When they go into the bathroom, dragging in one of 
the kitchen's stools, and Apollo stands behind him holding a comb and a 
pair of hairdresser scissors that Percy definitely doesn't own, a nervousness 
is set between them, the moment turning into a fragile thing that he can’t 
help but want to preserve. 


“You're a doctor,” Percy says out loud, mostly to reassure himself. Apollo's 
reflection in the mirror nods as if he needed it, as well, and he runs a hand 
through Percy’s hair, soothing and warm. “I trust you not to stab me with 
the scissors.” 


“I promise not to stab you with the scissors,” Apollo lets out a deep breath, 
and then he starts parting his hair, which is wet because otherwise it would 
be untamable, before focusing on one section and bringing up the scissors, 


ready to make the first cut. They make eye contact through the mirror. “Last 
chance.” 


Percy sighs and closes his eyes. “I trust you, silly.” 


Apollo makes a sound between wounded and touched, and then he starts 
cutting. All in all, Percy must admit, it's a really relaxing experience. He's 
never had anyone but his mom cut his hair before, but this feels just as 
comfortable; the soft click of the scissors and the feeling of it cutting 
through his hair should perhaps send him on high alert, since that's a blade 
close to his throat— but it doesn't. If anything, when Apollo starts humming 
a soft, absent-minded melody, Percy just finds that it adds to his level of 
relaxation. 


His ADHD doesn't let him stay still for long, so they take a break in which 
Percy walks around the apartment, packs a few more clothes, and prepares a 
cup of coffee, with half his hair done and the other half not. Apollo takes a 
picture of it that has Percy trying to wrestle him for the phone so he can 
delete it, but in the end he gives up, and all too willingly returns to the 
bathroom, ready for round two. 


“Have you done this before?” Percy asks him, since Apollo is being so 
delicate, so technical that he thinks he must have experience of some kind. 


“Believe it or not, frequently,” Apollo sighs, but Percy notes a drop of 
amusement leaking through it. “Who do you think makes sure Artemis 
doesn't walk around looking like she lives in a forest?” 


“T mean, she camps a lot—” 


“Not the same, completely different aesthetics. But that's not the only 
reason I'm good at this,” Apollo clicks his tongue. “I can't quite recall if I've 
done this for any of my past lovers, but I can tell you, Asclepius frequently 
needed grooming. He’s very much forgetful. Other than that, well... hair 
used to be quite a traditional offering to me, in the old days.” 


Percy raises his eyebrows, but keeps his eyes closed. “Well, I thought the 
gold and diamonds were something, but hair...” 


Apollo laughs, a sound Percy wouldn’t mind keeping around as his own 
little personal piece of music. If he had any inclination for it, he can’t 
imagine how much time he would spend trying to replicate the feeling it 
fills him with. “Ah, I used to be quite the youthful figure— I suppose I still 
am, in a very different context. When boys tured into men, they would cut 
their hair short, and offer it to me.” 


“Oh, well,” Percy squints his eyes open, catches a piece of hair resting on 
his shoulder, and holds it up to him. “Here you go, dude. You kinda suck at 
that protector of the youth thing, though. Have you looked at the demigod 
mortality rates?” 


“Gods of Olympus, Percy,” Apollo laughs again, and clicks the scissors 
right next to his ear. “Careful, I’m still quite fearful, you know—” 


“You cried watching the last Toy Story movie,” Percy rolls his eyes, and 
Apollo makes an offended sound, but Percy glances up at the mirror and 
sees him smiling. He closes his eyes again. “You’re cute.” 


“T feel so attacked right now,” Apollo snorts. Percy feels a kiss being 
pressed against his cheek and bites back a grin. “You’re pretty cute too.” 


To his credit, Apollo knows how to figure out a good haircut, and Percy 
looks at the mirror in shock, running a hand through his hair. “Holy shit, I 
think this is better than mom’s cut.” 


Apollo whistles. “I might be a god but I don’t think anyone could do 
anything better than Sally Jackson, so, do take that back.” 


Percy shakes his head at him, and pulls him in for a kiss. He shivers when 
Apollo brings his hands up to his hair, and starts pulling him towards the 
shower— only to get stopped. 


“We need to finish packing,” Apollo says, and Percy groans in protest. 
Apollo smiles at him, eyes wrinkling at the corners. “We can do that later.” 


“Are we allowed to have sex in Florida?” Percy asks, more hopeful than he 
should be. When Apollo shoots him a horrified look, he sighs. “Figured.” 


They take the sun chariot, which has the nice pro advantage of being really 
fast and cutting down the trip from California to Florida to just an hour, if 
even that. There’s also a very bad con to it: Percy has to wake up when it’s 
still dark, because of course, if they’re taking the sun chariot, then they are 
the dawn. Apollo makes up for it by holding his hand for the whole trip and 
somehow getting him Starbucks, but doesn’t let him drive on grounds that 
he doesn’t want to tempt Zeus, which Percy is pretty much in agreement 
with, because it’d be fucking awful if Zeus interrupted his spring break. 


Leto, it turns out, lives in Miami, close to the beach. Percy doesn’t really 
sight-see, up until they get closer to the ocean and he finds himself longing 
for a dunk like he hasn’t in a while. It’s close to the feeling of revitalization 
he felt towards swimming, but a lot more complicated, because he knows 
stepping into the ocean is very different from entering a pool. The second 
he touches the water, his father will know, and he isn’t sure of how he feels 
about him yet. 


On one hand, he gets it. He’s worried. He’s realized his mistakes and he 
wants to try to do better, but Percy doesn’t know what that entails. He 
doesn’t know if visiting Atlantis more often will fix things. But he casts 
those thoughts from his mind, because he’s here to have a good time with 
his boyfriend and about to meet his mom, and he doesn’t need to worry 
himself over what-ifs and doubts that he won’t be able to tackle from where 
he stands. 


Apollo mentioned that his mom lived in a condo, but as far as he’s aware, 
this is a borderline exclusive luxury home, which he would say the only 
way it can be called a condo is the fact that it’s inside a gated area with 
other houses like it, like its own little neighborhood. The house itself is big, 
with wide windows to let in the sunlight, and two floors. Percy raises his 
eyebrows at it because he’s used to small New York apartments, and even 
Rachel’s penthouses, but this feels like another level entirely. 


“Only the best for mom,” Apollo mumbles, looking a little pink, and Percy 
snorts at him. Apollo pouts. “You know, I’m aware that we gods are big 
spenders, and I do apologize for perpetuating the class divide, but...” 


Percy shrugs at him. “I really don’t care as long as you don’t act like other 
people are dirt. I’m friends with Rachel and Piper, dude. Besides, if your 
mom is half as good as she seems to be, she probably deserves it.” 


Apollo sniffles. “She really is. I don’t deserve her.” 


“Stop saying things like that,” Percy says, and takes his hand, bringing it up 
to his lips for a kiss. Apollo stares at him, helpless, and Percy rolls his eyes. 
“You can do it to me, I can do it to you. Square up. I'll fight you.” 


“Fuck,” Apollo mumbles. Percy wishes he could see his eyes behind the 
sunglasses, because it's always nice to render him a little speechless. “Okay, 
I admit defeat to that. Come on, if we linger any longer in the parking lot, 
my mother might come search for us.” 


Apollo walks him to the front door, and Percy spies a garden gate off to the 
side, with a stonepath, which he guesses might be an alternate entrance. The 
flowers he sees close to the gate are in full bloom, colorful and well-taken 
care of, and Percy breathes in their sweet scent, trying to relax as Apollo 
presses the doorbell. 


Not a full ten seconds later, the door opens, and, well—it turns out, Leto is 
a very tall woman. With a shining, kind smile, bronze skin and golden hair 
that rivals Apollo’s, she towers over him by just an inch or so less than 
Apollo does, and Percy has a thought along the lines of huh, she sure is a 
Titaness. 


“Percy Jackson,” she says, extending her hand out. She's wearing a 
sleeveless top that shows off her strong arms, and Percy doesn't doubt she 
could fuck him up. He's thinking, as he takes her hand, hoping they aren’t 
sweaty from nerves, that Apollo got everything from her—but then they 
make eye contact and he meets cold blue, like a winter morning, and he 
doesn't only see Artemis; he sees her father, and it throws him for a loop to 
have such a dark memory even as he shakes her hand with enthusiasm. 
“You're Sally Jackson's son, correct? It's a pleasure to meet you.” 


Percy blinks. “I think that's the best thing anyone's ever recognized me for, 
yeah.” 


Leto laughs, and Percy's mouth almost drops open because, yeah, alright, 
that's Apollo's mom right there. He risks a glance at Apollo to see him 
nervously hovering, looking at his mom with an expression that very much 
reminds Percy of his own panicked one when he's silently begging for his 
mom to not embarrass him. It's kinda funny. 


“I'm going to like you, aren't I?” Leto grins at him, patting his arm—yep, 
that confirms it, she packs a punch—and then finally looks at her son. 
Apollo offers a sheepish smile, hunching his shoulders, and Leto crosses 
her arms, raising her eyebrows at him. Percy knows a mom-look when he 
sees one, so he steps aside to avoid the line of fire. “Well, young man?” 


Apollo steps forward and promptly hugs her, wrapping his arms around her 
middle and lifting. Leto laughs again, and Apollo does the same, and the 
resulting sound honestly leaves Percy a little stunned, watching with wide 
eyes. 


“Um, I’m sorry I didn’t visit last month,” Apollo says, letting her down. 
Leto rolls her eyes with a smile, winking at Percy, and he's thrown for a 
loop again because he's just realized she looks young— like a mother, sure, 
but more likely to be around his mom's age when he was twelve than a 
woman that's thousands of years old. “I was a little... preoccupied.” 


Leto hums with a nod, and steps back to gesture for them to come inside, 
eyes twinkling. “Oh, I've heard plenty about how preoccupied you were, 
snowflake. Your sister has been concerned out of her mind.” 


Percy snorts as Apollo blushes, yet doesn't dare to protest. “Snowflake.” 


“Tt's a compliment,” Apollo insists, and Leto reaches over to ruffle his hair, 
which makes him pout. “Mother, tell Percy it's a compliment.” 


“He's quite special, isn't he?” Leto says instead, and Percy brings a hand up 
to cover his mouth, hiding a smile as Apollo whines. He's still nervous and 
feels a little awkward, so he looks around the house, finding himself in an 
open plan, surprisingly small living room, with a TV hanging from the wall, 
two comfortable-looking cream couches and matching armchair, a rich, 
dark wood coffee table, and plenty of potted plants and flowers, the curtains 


covering what seems to be a glass door heading to the garden. “Lovely 
place, isn't it?” 


Percy almost jumps, eyes snapping back to Leto, who's watching him with a 
smile, closed-lipped but just as lovely. She seems to be as warm as the sun 
itself, which maybe isn't that surprising, considering who's standing 
nervously between them. He clears his throat. 


“Yeah, it is... It looks welcoming. I dunno a lot about decoration, but the 
plants are nice,” Percy swallows, then shrugs, trying to be casual. “I uh, I 
suppose you decorated it?” 


“It's a little more than that,” Leto says, nodding, and then looks at Apollo. 
“Phoebus, could you please bring us some lemonade out to the garden? I 
think Percy would like to see it. Oh, and if you could prepare the room 
you'll be using, that'd be wonderful.” 


Apollo glances at Percy as if to check he's alright with that, to which he 
shrugs. “But, the wind servants...” 


Leto raises her eyebrows at him, and then steps towards Percy, gently 
setting a hand on his shoulder. “Whatever are you speaking of, dear?” 


With no way to argue, of course, Apollo grabs Percy's hand and presses a 
kiss to his knuckles, before turning back and walking towards an archway, 
looking like he's trying to resist a pout. From this distance, Percy spies what 
might be a dining room, but he's distracted from further inspection by Leto. 


“Shall we, then?” She suggests, gesturing at the glass door, and Percy nods, 
not knowing what else to say. She guides him carefully, squeezing his 
shoulder once before letting it go and even opening the door for him, letting 
him walk through first. 


Outside, a stone path connects to the garden gate close to the front door, but 
also leads right, deeper down the property, the sides lined with carefully 
cared-for flowers and bushes, pink, yellow, white and red standing out 
among the greenery. Turning a corner of the house, a small circular grove is 
revealed, with trees making the shape along with two stone benches at each 


side, a round table in the middle with an umbrella coming from the middle, 
and enough space and chairs for four. The stone path continues, to what 
Percy assumes must be the pool area since he can hear running water, 
perhaps from a fountain, but this grove has him breathless. 


“Tt's beautiful,” he says, letting out a deep breath, and glances at Leto. She 
looks genuinely charmed by the compliment, smiling at him, and Percy 
can't help but ask. “Did you do it all yourself?” 


“Most of the gardening, yes. It took quite a while,” Leto sighs, and gestures 
for Percy to sit as she does so, crossing her legs and leaning back against 
her chair, while he remains a little tense, but not as nervous as before. “I did 
what I could. Some species of flowers I had to keep potted, I had to scratch 
some ideas... but I had help from my very generous children, as you can 
imagine.” 


Percy snorts. “Let me guess. They hired a gardener.” 


“The best one they could find,” Leto confirms, lips twitching. “Not that 
Lord Zeus did any better, of course. He insisted I ask his sister, but Demeter 
was much too preoccupied with her cereals.” 


“Oh,” Percy holds back a grimace. “I don't suppose he’s invited to the beach 
trip?” 


Leto, for the first time, frowns, and Percy gets whiplash from how much 
she instantly looks like Artemis. “Dear, no. I'm hoping to keep him 
groveling for at least two-hundred years. My children aren't chew toys to 
play with.” 


His brain takes this precise moment to remind him Leto was the one that 
asked for those fourteen siblings to be killed back in the day, and he gains 
even more respect for her. “Um, does he come often, then?” 


“You're rather curious, aren't you?” Leto points out, and Percy blushes up to 
the roots of his hair, making her laugh. “Do not worry, Percy Jackson. I 
understand. To be frank, I'm rather curious about you myself, if you don't 
mind me saying.” 


“T'm a little...” Percy gestures vaguely at the air. “Overwhelmed, I guess. I, 
uh, don't know what I expected.” 


“Perhaps not an ancient Titaness like myself wearing a hot-pink top and 
sending her big Olympian son to go get lemonade so I can interrogate his 
new boyfriend?” Leto suggests, and Percy shakes his head, chuckling. 
Yeah, that's one way to put it. “You're as sweet as I imagined, I must say.” 


“Now that, I don't get told often,” Percy admits, huffing. “I have a mean 
face. Or a dumb face. Depends on the day.” 


“T've heard great things about you, but I know enough about people to not 
expect greatness at face value. Respect is earned,” Leto pauses, humming. 
“More often than not, we're simpler than we think. But oh, did your mother 
make you sweet on me, Perseus...” 


He almost chokes. “Do you two know each other?” 


“Oh, no, nothing like that!” Leto reassures him, and Percy almost sags with 
relief. He doesn't know how he would deal with the idea that his mom is 
friends with a Titaness. “Not at all, though it would be an honor. I just know 
how to sense a good mother when the occasion arises in which I feel 
compelled to give out blessings. Your mom prayed quite a lot, both while 
pregnant and early on in your life, to anyone who would listen. She seems 
like a wonderful woman.” 


“She did?” Percy swallows a knot easily the size of a planet. “I guess that 
makes sense—wait, so did you know I was...?” 


“A child of Poseidon? No, but I had my suspicions. While pregnant, your 
mother often wondered if she would actually have a human baby,” Leto's 
lips twitch in amusement again, but perhaps noticing Percy's silent horror at 
the idea that Poseidon is that famously nasty and his mom knew it, she 
doesn't laugh, and reaches across the table to pat his arm. “To be fair, Percy, 
you would've looked quite fetching as a merman.” 


Percy shivers, thinking of Triton. He doesn't want to imagine how much 
they would look alike. “I guess that explains why I'm so unlucky. I ran out 


of it at birth.” 


Leto laughs. The more he hears the sound the more he can tell it apart from 
Apollo's; where his is melodious, musical, Leto's makes him feel like there's 
genuinely love and joy within it. It reminds him of his mom, which makes a 
ton of sense. “You're such a charming young man, aren't you?” 


Percy makes a doubtful sound. “TI try?” 


“I can see why Apollo likes you,” Leto says, which brings back his 
nervousness so fast he starts sweating immediately. She shoots him a 
considering look, from head to toe. “Funny, kind, genuine, charming, and I 
suppose your heart rarely finds a spot for selfishness. You're a sight for sore 
eyes, if I do say so myself.” 


“Apollo's the pretty one between us,” Percy mumbles, and Leto chuckles, 
leaning her elbows on the table. “I mean, I'm just... just me. A little simple 
and in urgent need of medication for my depression, to be honest.” 


“You're anything but simple, Perseus,” Leto smiles, soft like a fuzzy 
blanket. Hm, she really is just... motherhood in the flesh. He is never gonna 
complain about it. “Apollo hasn't introduced me to one of his lovers in... 
Gods of Olympus, it's hard to recall, but I seem to remember him taking me 
to meet this lovely boy, a shepherd, so long ago it saddens me. He hasn't 
been very lucky in finding someone that fits.” 


Percy, inevitably, thinks of his mortality, and Poseidon's words. “I don't 
know if I fit either, to be honest. It's complicated.” 


Leto nods like she knows this too well. “But you still long to, don't you? 
You want to. Am I wrong?” 


“No,” Percy answers without missing a beat, then swallows, mouth dry. “I 
do want to. Badly. It's a little scary.” 


“Love always is,” Leto nods, looking around her garden with those cold 
eyes of hers. “In regards to your question about Lord Zeus, he comes when 
he remembers.” 


Blinking, Percy asks: “Remembers what?” 


“That he could be kind, too,” Leto sighs, rolling her eyes, as Percy tries not 
to let his jaw fall to the floor. “Shocking, indeed. It isn't often. It drags. He 
believes he has a home here, but all he truly has is a friend—when he's not 
unfairly punishing my son for someone else's actions, that is.” 


“Are you two...?” Percy starts, then pauses. “Um, you don't have to answer 
that.” 


“Ah, do not worry, Percy. I have him under my thumb. He can enjoy the 
pool, the sights... and then leave through the front door,” Leto winks at 
him, which makes him feel a lot better. The idea of a woman that seems as 
sweet as her being with Zeus is a rather disturbing thought. “I am quite 
fulfilled, unlike how most Olympians pretend they are. But enough about 
that—if you will, I would like to hear more about you. You seem like you 
have stories to tell for days.” 


“More like years,” Percy snorts, letting out a deep breath. “I thought you'd 
want to know more about me and Apollo, to be honest.” 


“Oh, I do,” Leto nods, leaning back against her chair. Her golden hair 
shines as the sun hits it because of a cloud moving above them, and Percy 
figures that, if a god of light was going to come out of anyone, it should be 
Leto. “If you're willing to share that, as well. I'd love to hear that history, 
since Artemis was quite adamant on treating the situation like an 
emergency.” 


“TI hope she's not mad at me,” Percy mumbles, and Leto shakes her head, 
which unexpectedly takes a lot of weight off his shoulders. “Great, well— 
hold on, isn't Apollo taking too long?” 


Leto looks down at her nails, which are perfectly clean, a cream color 
covering each one to perfection. “Oh, I might have hidden the lemonades 
somewhere... or maybe we didn't have any. Perhaps he decided to go out 
and get us some?” 


Percy blinks, snorts, and then covers up his laugh with a cough, nodding. 
“Yeah, probably. He doesn't like to show up empty handed.” 


“He can be so thoughtful,” Leto glances at him, visibly amused. “So, I've 
heard you cook, Percy. What can you tell me about that?” 


Needless to say: Leto, certified best mom, is really fucking cool. 


32. Chapter 32 


Notes for the Chapter: 


it's been. a week. for sure. 


pls enjoy :) 


When Apollo finally manages to get the lemonade—he had to buy the 
lemons, because his mother loves to mess with him—he makes sure to set it 
on the nicest little tray, taking little umbrellas to put into the drinks, 
pretending that he didn't almost cut a finger off trying to extract the lemon 
juice. 


Despite his efforts, his hands still shake a little. To be here, introducing 
Percy to his mother, feels like he's having an out of body experience, and he 
most definitely knows what that feels like—Styx, when was the last time he 
did this so willingly? His mother is precious to him and he rarely allows her 
time to be taken up by his tragic little romantic endeavors, wanting to avoid 
her too-understanding eyes, so it's safe to say that he doesn't know what he's 
doing but he's also not regretting it. 


Poseidon's timing was excellent to fuck him up, to say the least. He's 
bracing himself and he's not sure what for, but thoughts swirl in his head, 
tattooing themselves onto his brain. It's torture. It's madness. It's brilliant 
and beautiful. But alas, he can't get too hung up on this right now, or the ice 
in the lemonade will melt. 


Walking into the garden, Apollo makes sure to prepare his best smile, 
because he knows he'll be teased about it if he acts too nervous—Artemis is 
a bully—and finds Percy and his mother in close conversation, leaning their 
arms on the table and speaking in hushed whispers. 


“He said that to you?” Mama asks, which sends about a million red flags 
through his whole system. Before he can turn tail and pretend this isn't 
happening, though, mama catches him standing frozen, and smiles at him. 
“Ah, Apollo, you found the lemons!” 


“Well,” Apollo pouts, approaching again. He exchanges a look with Percy 
and sees his lips twitching, which really doesn't give him much confidence 
that he's going to come out of this spring break in one piece. “More like I 
bought them. At a local store.” 


“Same thing,” Leto waves it away, and Apollo resists the urge to whine at 
her because he’s an adult—and a few thousand-years-old one, at that. 
Instead of being childish, he just sets the tray down, internally preening at 
Percy’s approving look when he takes his glass of lemonade, and sitting 
down beside him, scooting the chair over so they can be as close as 
possible. His mother looks at them, smiling, and Apollo has an 
uncharacteristic second of self-consciousness, doubting his next move up 
until Percy takes his hand under the table, raising an eyebrow at him. “You 
do look cute together.” 


Oh, this is familiar territory. “Thank you, mother. We are stunning, indeed.” 


“Right,” Percy snorts, rolling his eyes. “At least you included me in that 
sentence.” 


“Tt’s not like he’s wrong,” Leto raises her eyebrows at Percy, and he goes a 
little pink. Okay, maybe this isn’t as bad as he feared. Maybe, she’ll be nice, 
and then Artemis will have to be nice too. “Percy was just telling me how 
you two met.” 


“Which time?” Apollo asks, sighing. “When I was actually an airhead, or 
when I let you borrow my lyre?” 


“That’s an odd way to say ‘when I interrupted your best friend’s birthday’,” 
Percy points out, but he sounds amused, sipping from his lemonade with 
increasing speed. Apparently noticing this, he looks down at it. “Did you 
spike this with nectar?” 


Aw, crap. Leto chimes in. “It’s my secret recipe. I suppose Apollo forgot 
about, well...” 


“Possible incineration?” Percy nods, then takes a long, long gulp, finishing 
the glass. Apollo did not stare at the bobbing of his throat like a possessed 


man, not at all. “I’m going to hate myself tonight. That was good.” 


“No, you aren’t,” Apollo insists, and he resents any implications that it’s in 
any way a whine. Even if it is. “Tell me about the time I made you walk 
around New York without pants instead.” 


“Dear Hades,” Leto shakes her head, recalling their attention. She blinks 
rapidly, like she has something in her eyes, and Apollo shrinks a little in his 
seat as her smile grows in that knowing way of hers. “Adorable. But Percy, 
dear, do let go of the lemonade—I think that’s enough nectar for you 
today.” 


Percy looks at his hold around the handle of the lemonade jar and nods, 
leaning back against his chair. Then, he looks at Apollo. “To be fair, dude, I 
always thought you were hot, even though you indirectly set my pants on 
fire.” 


“That’s a win,” Apollo agrees, and looks at his mother, who's rolling her 
eyes. “Do you like him yet? He’s so cute, isn’t he? Please say yes, I don’t 
want the Hunters to bully me.” 


“T think Percy’s a good catch,” Leto laughs, winking at Percy who shakes 
his head in both amusement and slight embarrassment. “No pun intended. 
Apollo, son, I’m just glad you decided I should meet him. He’s truly lovely. 
It’s been so long since I’ve seen you this at peace with someone.” 


“Okay,” Percy mumbles, butting in before Apollo can get emotional, now 
actively mortified. “Enough compliments, uh, ma’am—” 


“You can call me mother Leto, Percy, everyone does.” 


A pause, at such high approval, as Percy gets red enough that he could 
probably dye a white shirt pink just from touching it, and Apollo internally 
weeps because oh, gods of Olympus, how is he ever going to get over 
Percy? How is he ever going to accept him giving his years of mortal life to 
him, knowing he can’t give him the same back? Percy told him not to let 
himself get taken away by Poseidon’s words, but his fear is oh so real. 


Palpable. He’s at peace with Percy leaving him, but he doesn’t know if he’s 
at peace with Percy wanting to stay. 


“]— thank you, I, yeah, uh,” Percy says, still combusting, as Apollo has an 
internal anxiety attack. He’s sitting frozen, and perhaps some of it has 
reflected beyond his essence onto his body, because Percy looks at him and 
frowns like he wants to ask him if he’s okay, but doesn’t want to do so in 
front of Leto. Gods, he reads him so well, it’s painful. “I... I didn’t know all 
the Hunters were coming. I thought it’d just be Lady Artemis and Rachel.” 


“Most of them are going away on a hunt, actually. They’ll just pass by,” 
Leto says, her words low and soft, a beacon of calm, and Apollo takes a 
deep breath, done freaking out. It’s so curious, how gods can internalize 
these things so deeply that they’re almost not there, and he realizes he 
shouldn’t—but he’s meeting with Asclepius in a couple weeks. He can talk 
about it there. Not in the middle of their vacation. “Thalia and Reyna are 
staying a day, then they’ll catch up with the rest of the hunt. I understand 
that you’re friends with them?” 


“Yeah,” Percy nods, absent-minded, then huffs out a breath. “I—sorry, I’m 
a little tired. Do you guys mind if I go take a nap? It’s still early, and I 
promise to help with lunch.” 


“Go ahead,” Leto nods, giving Percy an understanding smile. Then she 
looks over at Apollo. “Both of you, in fact. I think you both need rest. The 
Hunters will be here when you wake up.” 


Ah, well. She noticed his freak-out too. “Of course, mother. I’ll show Percy 
our room.” 


“Enjoy yourselves, please” Leto pauses, looking between the two of them, 
her eyes sharper than they were a second ago. Somehow, she knows that 
there’s something between them that isn’t quite as perfect as the rest 
sounds. He’s honestly a little scared of that. “And don’t worry about lunch, 
Percy, dear—lIt'd be an honor to have you try my food, if half of what I’ve 
heard about yours is true.” 


Flustered, Percy gestures vaguely at his mother. “I—sure. Same. Thank 
you, um. Should we go?” 


He looks at Apollo, who nods and stands, avoiding eye contact with the 
both of them. “This way, sweetheart. I think you’Il like the view.” 


Apollo leads Percy back inside and properly shows him around the first 
floor, letting him go into the dining room and the kitchen. It’s by far the 
biggest space in the house, and despite it being all white marble and dark 
counters, his mother has always had an almost magical touch, making it feel 
homey with the flower-patterned table-cloth that doesn’t match the sleek 
aesthetic, the colorful flowers from Delos sitting in pots, the pictures sitting 
in frames of themselves at various points in history. 


Percy stares at an image of him, inside a tiny frame and taken from an old 
disposable camera, when the things first popped up around the eighties. It’s 
blurry, the light is all wrong, his hair—well, it was the eighties. But it was 
taken during a rare moment where Apollo wasn’t trying to play-flirt with a 
hunter and Artemis indulged in a rare sense of relaxation, in plain daylight. 
She has rainbow colored sunglasses on that Apollo pushed her to wear, 
seems easily twenty-something, their shoulders leaning together, looking 
more like twins than they usually do, and Zée Nightshade’s profile is 
clearly distinguishable in the background, despite the inherent mess the 
picture is. 


Taking a deep breath, Percy smiles at him, a little faded. “You’ve lived a lot 
of life. I can hardly believe it.” 


“So have you,” Apollo points out, sighing, pretending his next words don’t 
hurt. “So will you, Percy. Can you believe that?” 


Percy blinks at him, as tall and sharp, as soft and kind, as dark and giving as 
always. “With you around? Maybe.” 


Something Aphrodite always neglects to say about love isn’t that it hurts, 
that it fails, that it burns. No, all of that is easily seen; as much as love is 
blind it is not unknowing, because to know someone is to love them. But a 
lesson Apollo’s learned, if it counts for something, is that there’s nothing 


quite like the strength it gives you. It tricks you, it makes you 
overconfident, it slithers under your skin and makes you think there’s no 
way you could get it wrong this time, and that’s always been dangerous for 
people like him, that would choose to privately weep and weep for eternity 
over flowers and trees than consider any other path. 


And the honesty. Gods, does love make people honest. As a god of truth, he 
would know. He can see it in Percy’s relaxed gaze as easily as he can read it 
from his body language, from the dropped shoulders to slight curve of his 
lips, that pained, bashful smile. How it hurts. 


“T don’t know what I’m doing,” Apollo confesses, his voice low, tearing his 
eyes from Percy so he doesn’t have to see his expression fall. “And I’m 
scared for you, most of all.” 


Percy doesn’t say anything right away, but he extends out his hand, fingers 
almost unsure in their approach as they graze the back of his palm, sending 
a shiver directly to his spine. Unable to resist, he tangles their fingers. 


“Don’t be,” Percy whispers, and he doesn’t sound quite as desperate as he 
did on Valentine's Day. He’s calm, if only in the way Piper was calm when 
her life in California fell apart, the way Jason was calm as he decided to 
give his life for theirs; like there’s nothing that can be done about it, so 
there’s no use fighting it. He knows what dwells in his head, and he knows 
he can’t pull Apollo out, not with conviction, not with soft words, not with 
promises. To fear love and overcome it is not any easier than conquering the 
fear of death. “Show me upstairs? I’1l catch the pool later. I just... will you 
nap with me?” 


“Yes,” Apollo answers, but pulls Percy back in when he starts turning back 
towards the living room, holding his face in his hands. Percy blinks up at 
him, a little tired, serene, curious, and very much human. He leans in, then, 
closing his eyes and pressing their foreheads together, catching the sound of 
Percy’s heartbeat, his breathing, before lightly kissing his lips. “Never think 
I don’t want it, Perseus Jackson. At least, do me that favor.” 


When he draws back, Percy seems stunned, wide-eyed. Apollo holds one of 
his hands, and squeezes, before raising his eyebrows at him. Some things go 


unsaid, and others are better left in the air, without further explanation. 
More than anyone, Percy seems to understand it, and nods. 


“Sure,” he says, simple. Apollo wishes it could always be like that. “You... 
you have a really poetic face, you know?” 


Apollo cracks a smile, huffing out a little laugh, and guides Percy towards 
the stairs by the hand. “Somehow, I know exactly what you mean.” 


Upstairs, Percy learns there's a bunch of bedrooms, and a single, tiny study 
filled with books that Apollo shows him very briefly, saying that’s usually 
where he retreats when he deals with Olympus-grade paperwork. He counts 
up the rooms and realizes, somewhere around number seven, that this house 
is way too small to have this much space upstairs, and chalks it up to magic. 
He’s done trying to figure out this kinda stuff, honestly. 


Their room has a window for a wall, with a view of the beach in the 
distance that genuinely makes his breath catch, morning sun spilling over 
the far-away ocean making it shine like jewels. A strike of brilliant blue 
moving continuously over pale sand in waves. Apollo looks pleased with 
himself at it, as he hauls Percy’s suitcase—they decided the sheer amount of 
swimsuits Apollo picked didn’t fit in a duffel bag—over the bed and starts 
unpacking for him, letting him take in the sights. 


The room itself is surprisingly simple. Dark wooden floors, cream walls, 
baby green curtains open at each extreme of the window in a way that 
makes it evident that the people in this neighborhood have no need to worry 
about peeping toms. A sofa sits against a wall, a coffee table in front of it, 
and there's no TV. There’s a poster bed in the middle of the room, king- 
sized, with its own curtains and a sturdy-looking mattress—Percy takes a 
deep breath. 


“No sex, right?” He asks, just to make sure, and Apollo laughs, shaking his 
head. He stares at the leftover smile and wonders how much poetry has 
knowingly or unknowingly been written about it, if they wanted to preserve 
it nearly as much as he himself does. “You don’t have to laugh at me.” 


“Not that it wouldn’t be possible,” Apollo starts, tilting his head. He’s 
gotten out Percy’s light studying supplies from the suitcase, and now he’s 
closing it again, walking towards a door. He opens it as Percy follows, flips 
the switch, and they find themselves in a walk-in closet, with another door 
across this one, which Percy guesses is the bathroom. He starts unpacking 
again, as Percy stares at the amount of glitter-covered clothes hanging. 
“But, you know, dealing with immortals... they’d be able to tell. Especially 
my mother. This is her home. Not quite a situation like your father’s temple, 
but—” 


“The teasing would be bad,” Percy agrees, snorting, and looks at a green 
velvet nightgown, humming. “Do you think this’d fit me?” 


Apollo almost trips over his own feet from how fast he turns around, does a 
double take, and clears his throat. “Uh, we’re taking that with us to 
California to try it.” 


“Oh, so you’re sticking around afterwards?” Percy asks, a little reckless, 
and immediately regrets it when Apollo winces. “Shit— not what I meant, 
Apollo—” 


“IT know,” he sighs, looking down at Percy’s hot-pink boxers—sue him, ok, 
they’re comfortable—like they might hold the answer to his grievances. 
“Right now, as you can imagine... it’s a lot, for me.” 


Percy doesn’t have to imagine. Apollo’s face, as Poseidon spoke... It was 
like seeing all hope dying out, drained from him by, while valid judgment, a 
rather crude approach to things that shouldn’t have been brought up like 
that. He never wants to see him like that again, but Apollo keeps closing 
off, even now. 


“T just...” Percy starts, shaking his head at him. “I just wish you’d share 
your burden with me, too. We’re not alone, Apollo.” 


Apollo lets the underwear fall and sits on the bench in the middle of the 
closet, looking up at Percy with a faux-calm expression. “Would you really 
benefit from my centuries upon centuries of it, Percy? I fear it might cause 
more damage to you than would be worth it.” 


“It’s not like you’re a disease,” Percy protests, crossing his arms, and 
Apollo presses his lips together, in clear disagreement. It tugs at something 
in his heart with a pain sharper than he expected. “Apollo, having feelings 
for me— for anyone, it’s not wrong. You’re not wrong. You’re not cursed.” 


“T don’t know about that,” Apollo shrugs, defeated, and Percy hates it. It 
makes him feel like taking on the sky again would be child’s play, in 
comparison to trying to lift Apollo’s spirits up, in regards to this. He knows 
that Apollo’s fear isn’t something he can fix, but he just... he just wants 
him to know Percy’s willing to match his pace, too. He doesn’t need to 
rush. “I’m sorry I can’t help my hypocrisy, Percy. It’s... a cruel reminder 
that a part of me is still very much a god.” 


“It’s not a bad thing,” Percy says, sighing when Apollo raises an eyebrow at 
him. “I know— I think gods are bad. But... fuck, listen, I’ve seen a good 
chunk of you stumble, and have feelings, and try. And you do all of that and 
more, the most out of all of them. Do you think I want you just because you 
were human once?” 


Apollo’s eyes flicker with doubt. “You wouldn’t have looked at me 
otherwise, Percy.” 


Percy can’t decide if that sentence makes him angry, frustrated or just... 
sad. “Did everything I tell you on Valentine’s Day go in one ear and out the 
other? And before that? I don’t care what you are, Apollo. I care who you 
are, who you try to be, but only when you aren’t... locking yourself away. 
The real you. The man and the god.” 


“And what if they’re both inadequate for you, Percy? To share your life?” 
Apollo asks him, refusing to meet his eyes. “What if they can’t 
compromise?” 


Percy stares, heart in his ears, and wonders if this is it. If he’s pushed too 
hard, finally, if he’s run out of time and Apollo is about to make a decision, 
never mind spring break, never mind his mother, never mind Artemis and 
the hunters and Rachel coming and expecting them to be in one piece. It 
feels like when he fell into that mud, back in Alaska, like there isn’t such a 


thing as oxygen, but it also feels like his spine protesting under the sky, like 
a thousand dying curses and worse. 


But then Apollo sighs, shaking his head, and stands up. Walks towards him 
and meets his gaze, blue eyes guilty as he takes his hands. “No. I shouldn’t 
have said that— I’m sorry, Percy. It’s... my own pessimism drags me down. 
I understand that you’re here, with me, for a reason. I do. It’s just hard to 
think that it’1l ever be okay for me to embrace it.” 


He’s out of words for a few seconds too long, relief flooding through his 
system, and then he swallows, licks his lips, blinks to make sure that he 
wasn’t already crying. “I want to help you get there. Slowly. Mortal lives 
are short... too short for that kind of hesitation, but the years that fly for 
you drag for me. It’s not an eye for an eye, Apollo. We have time. My 
time.” 


“Right,” Apollo nods, and Percy can see him trying to believe it, trying to 
embrace it, but his struggle is palpable in the air. Still, he shakes his head 
again, trying to dispel the tension between them. “I... let’s enjoy the break, 
Percy. We’re both worn a little thin right now, I fear. Shall... shall we rest?” 


Percy wishes he could say more, but everything gets caught in his throat. 
How far could he go, without breaking Apollo, without driving him away 
with too much at once? He isn’t sure. So he only nods, and helplessly, too 
easily, leans into him and hugs him, almost clinging too hard, burying his 
face against his neck as Apollo hugs back. 


They nap up until an hour before lunch. If Percy thought sleeping with 
Apollo in his small bed at New York and his shitty mattress in California 
was good, then this bed is out of this fucking world. He has trouble keeping 
himself awake when Apollo starts nudging him, gently kissing his forehead 
and scratching his scalp in a way that sends shivers down his spine. 
Eventually, he gains enough consciousness that he pulls him in for a kiss, 
which quickly turns into many, which quickly go from innocent and sleepy 
to wet and needy. 


Apollo finds his self-control right around when Percy tries to climb onto his 
lap, clearing his throat and looking at him with wide eyes and pink cheeks. 


“T, uh... My sister is here?” 


Percy groans, burying his face in his neck. “Gods, is she finally going to 
turn me into some mountain prey?” 


“She would never,” Apollo insists, chuckling. “Well, unless I asked her to, 
perhaps, but I would never put you through that, sweetheart.” 


“T hate you,” Percy declares, making him laugh again, so Percy reels him in 
for another kiss, if shorter than those that came before. “I’m taking a 
shower before heading downstairs. You can go ahead.” 


“T would rather wait for you,” Apollo mumbles, taking a deep breath as he 
presses a kiss against his shoulder. Percy realizes, bemused, that he’s trying 
to get a whiff of his already beach-scented smell, and wonders if this is part 
of that thing he seems to do, when he looks at him, where he’s attempting to 
commit every detail of him to memory. “She might come looking for me if I 
don’t go, though. I haven’t spoken to her since the solstice...” 


Percy winces, and untangles himself from Apollo to get off the bed, 
stretching before sighing at him. “Go on, dude. One of us has to be on her 
good side. And if Thalia and Reyna are already here...” 


“You’re in trouble,” Apollo agrees, blowing him a kiss when Percy 
grimaces. Yep. He knows that. “I?ll defend your honor, baby. Don’t fret.” 


Percy stares. “It’s Thalia, Reyna, and Rachel.” 


Apollo has the self-awareness to know he’s fried, and doesn’t fight that 
statement, looking quite resigned to the idea of three teenage virgin maidens 
having the both of them by the neck at all times. He stands to go into the 
bathroom with him, showing him how the ultra-futuristic shower works, 
and shamelessly helps Percy out of his clothes like he’s somehow forgotten 
how to get them off. 


“Dumbass,” Percy says, but his smile is too big and it sounds too fond, 
shaking his head at him as Apollo runs his hands all over the skin of his 
belly, fingers dancing almost menacingly. He meets his eyes and grins, 


innocent, but Percy catches his wrists before this can turn into some tickling 
game— or better yet, before Apollo finds a better place to put those fingers, 
because then they would find themselves forgetting about the outside world 
again and facing the consequences for it. “Go, or I’1l make you. I know how 
much time you spent on your hair yesterday, and it would be a pity if it got 
all wet—” 


“Chaos be damned, jeez,” Apollo laughs, dropping one last kiss against his 
cheek, obnoxious and loud. “Loud and clear, captain. But if this ship sinks 
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“We sink together,” Percy agrees, and hopes that this metaphor doesn’t 
become a little too real. “Tell Leto I’d like to make dinner for all of us 
later.” 


Apollo huffs out a breath like he can’t wait for that, then retreats like the 
thought of food has given him new strength. Percy stares at his retreating 
back and thinks about earlier, in the closet, that moment of fear and panic. 


Gods, he was an idiot to ever worry someone else would pull them apart, 
rather than just make it a little harder. It was always going to be Apollo’s 
leftover trauma and terrors that taunted him, dangling before him what he 
could have if only he properly let himself want things, as openly as anyone 
should be able to, deserves to. 


And even then, Percy’s ready to bleed for him, if necessary. To wallow a 
little in this limbo of not knowing what conclusion Apollo will eventually 
reach about them, because he doesn’t have any intentions of leaving him 
anytime soon. 


“Finally!” Rachel says, the second Apollo enters everyone’s line of sight, 
into the living room. Sitting on an armchair, a glass of milk in one hand and 
a cookie in the other, her bright red hair stands out just as much as her voice 
does, as her clothes do, considering she’s in a bright yellow tank top 
underneath jean overalls. “Behold, Apollo, god of prophecy— professional 
watcher of Percy Jackson’s beauty sleep!” 


Thalia, who’s leaning against a wall because she’s cool like that, stifles a 
laugh into a cough. Reyna, bless her, takes only a little pity and doesn’t do 
anything other than offer him a smile, though it’s a little tight, and it doesn’t 
mask the air of amusement in the room. Apollo does not hold back his pout, 
because there’s no point in doing so. 


Artemis clears her throat, sitting on the couch next to Reyna. Surprisingly, 
she looks around fifteen, maybe sixteen, her hair dark red like coagulated 
blood—a rather bleak comparison, but Apollo’s been feeling dramatic lately 
—which means all the women in the room form a rather united front 
against, well... 


“If I don’t watch over his naps, who’s gonna do it?” He shoots back, 
crossing his arms, trying to not be intimidated when Reyna incredulously 
raises her eyebrows. Thalia moves off the wall, which he immediately 
senses as a threat, so he approaches Artemis, a little sheepish. “Sister, a 
pleasure as always. Are you here to throw me to your wolves?” 


“Our wolves,” she reminds him, lips twitching. She looks mean in a way 
only teenage girls can look, when she bothers to look a little older. Her hair 
is done in an elaborate braid, and she's dressed in her usual hunting 
uniform. Which is a clear indication that their mother has busied herself 
with something else, because that uniform is not allowed inside the house. 
“They miss you, by the way, you neglectful owner. Where’s your boyfriend, 
brother? Escaping from you through the windows?” 


“Lady Artemis, with all due respect— rude,” Thalia interjects, exchanging a 
look with Artemis that says that they both know they wouldn’t have minded 
the disrespect, because they’re all gorgeous, powerful, put-together ladies 
that don’t make messes out of things like he does. Hm, he really is feeling 
negative lately. “Percy would at least try to use the front door first.” 


“Right, my apologies,” Artemis nods, sounding more genuine with that 
sentence than she ever did when she apologized about breaking one of his 
instruments. Where’s the fairness in this world? “I forgot he has decorum, 
unlike others.” 


Apollo turns towards Reyna, sending her a pleading look. “You like me, 
right? You and Rachel? Last I checked?” 


Reyna exchanges a look with Rachel that pretty much says should we ruin 
the rest of his self-esteem or nah? And then they both shrug with such a 
synchrony that Apollo is starting to regret not hopping into the shower with 
Percy after all. It’d be better than facing this alone. 


“Tt’s good to see you again, Apollo,” Reyna says, and he lets out a breath of 
relief, sending her a thankful look. “I see you’ve finally moved on from 
making a fool of yourself alone, to doing it with someone else.” 


“That one hurts!” Apollo protests, sighing when Rachel laughs so hard she 
almost chokes on her milk. “You are all such bullies. I take back all my 
Saturnalia presents.” 


“Oh, no, you don’t,” Thalia sets a hand on his shoulder, and he doesn't 
jump. He doesn’t. “Hey, relax, pal. We’re here to catch a break. It’s not our 
fault you’re fun to mess with.” 


“T’ll have you know, you’ve all hurt my feelings,” Apollo looks at Artemis, 
who rolls her eyes, and gingerly takes a cookie from the tray on the coffee 
table. “I thought mama would’ve told you not to bully me.” 


“When have I ever bullied you?” Artemis asks, as if Apollo didn’t once 
spread a plague that almost killed a good chunk of mortals before he 
interfered because she decided to jumpscare him. “Britomartis sends her 
regards, by the way. She’s leading the rest of the hunters tomorrow in the 
swamps, for the monster we’re trailing.” 


“Kindly tell her to eat a net when you meet up with her,” Apollo says to 
Thalia, who snorts, but nods, and Apollo doesn’t doubt that’s going to bite 
him in the ass at some point in the future. “Where’s our mother? I'm already 
tired of looking at all this silver... This is a beach vacation. At least Rachel 
has the theme down— kind of.” 


“She’s getting all the Tupperware together,” Reyna sighs, looking longingly 
into the kitchen. Thalia, for her part, takes off her jacket, which Apollo 


takes as proof that his fashion advice is relevant. “It’s been so long since 
we’ ve had Lady Leto’s meals...” 


“It was long overdue,” Artemis agrees, looking right at him, which doesn’t 
really inspire any sort of confidence in regards to future conversations. “I 
do wonder about your lonesome, brother...” 


“Percy’s taking a shower. By himself,” he tacks on that last bit, because 
really, he can’t think it enough: he should’ve just stayed upstairs. Thalia 
does him the favor of gagging. “I take full offense for that, you know.” 


“As you should,” Thalia rolls her eyes, patting his back. “You really hopped 
from one demigod relative to the other, didn’t you?” 


Apollo, despite his centuries of patience and poker faces during essential 
political meetings, sputters, turning red. “I flirted with you once! Maybe 
twice.” 


“And with me,” Reyna points out, adding color to his skin. Oh, how nasty! 
She should’ve just stabbed him in the back. It would’ve hurt less. “Rachel, 
did he ever flirt with you, too?” 


“He flirts with everything,” Rachel rolls her eyes. “I think I saw him flirt 
with a painting I made of him once. It was weird.” 


“Oh, wow,” Percy voice comes from behind him, before Apollo can decide 
whether he wants to turn into a literal puddle or not, coming up next to him 
and linking their hands together like it’s no big deal, smelling of Apollo’s 
favorite soap, hair still dripping water down his neck, like he hurried down. 
Without thinking, Apollo runs a warm hand over it, drying it a little. “I 
gotta compete with paintings now? Harsh.” 


Apollo opens his mouth to say something cheesy like you don’t have to 
compete with anything, you’ve already won, but Thalia interrupts him by 
stepping over to them, standing in front of him, and crossing her arms, 
raising her eyebrows as if waiting for an explanation. 


Percy sighs. “So, things happened, but I guess at least he’s hot—?” 


“He’s the sun god,” Thalia deadpans, and it’s Percy's turn to sputter in 
embarrassment, turning red even faster than Apollo did, as well as a darker 
tone. He coughs, because he himself remembers that exchange, and, well— 
he doesn’t envy Percy’s position right now. Thalia rolls her eyes, and 
punches Percy’s shoulder lightly, more playful than actually mad. “Fucking 
dumbass, dude. Should’ve known. You were staring a little too hard at that 
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Car. 


“And you were staring a little too hard at your brother,” Percy points out, to 
which everyone in the room makes a disgusted sound. “Alright, that was 
out of pocket.” 


“On the bright side,” Reyna chimes in, drumming her fingers against the 
armrest of the couch. It gives Apollo a flashback to riding shotgun with her, 
listening to reggaeton, and he figures that, shit, he can’t be mad at any of 
these women. They’ve all saved him, in more ways than one. “This 
confirms the blond theory. We can finally cash in those bets at both camps.” 


“Oh, right!” Rachel sits up a little, excited. “We made bank. I didn’t even 
need to be an Oracle to know something like this would happen.” 


Percy frowns as if he isn't sure that was an insult. “I didn’t nap enough for 
this.” 


Apollo hums. “I agree, maybe we should go back upstairs—” 


“That’s enough, I think,” his mother says, coming into the room and 
clapping her hands together as she looks at each of them, an apron around 
her waist. She gives him and Artemis stern looks, but everyone else gets a 
smile. He exchanges a look with Artemis, because that’s totally unfair. 
“Food’s ready, kids. You can argue about love again after the meal.” 


Artemis waits until Leto turns her back to fake gag, probably at the word 
love, and Apollo very much feels a little nauseous as well. Mostly from the 
fact that he can’t deny it, rather than her aversion for it. No one catches her 
doing it but him, because the girls and Percy walk a little too fast to be 
casual, excited about the food, and their eyes meet. 


Apollo sends her a pleading look, trying to convey how terrified he is, and 
Artemis sighs before, begrudgingly, standing up and patting his back, once, 
twice, three times— better than usual. 


“Come on, brother,” she says, nudging him to walk towards the kitchen, her 
expression a little too serious. “You deserve something nice. Don’t back out 


bb) 


now. 


The words almost make him sob, but he manages to hold it in out of sheer 
willpower, because he knows his mother’s food tastes better when eaten 
with a smile, appreciating the company. He can’t imagine how much better 
it’ll be when sitting next to Percy. 


The meal is easier to get through. He gets to sit there, enjoy his food, hold 
Percy's hand, and be surrounded by some of the most important people in 
his life. It makes him long for this simplicity, for consistency, for the 
terrifying yet exhilarating experience that is mortality. Sometimes he wishes 
that his heartbeat meant anything, that his body held a soul, and he wonders 
what Percy would think of that—if he'd believe him a fool for wanting to let 
go of his responsibilities in such a selfish matter, if he'd think they'd be 
better off like that, growing old together. Or if he thinks it's a nice thought, 
valid and relatable, but nevertheless impossible. 


Chiron's words come back to him, so measured, so wise. All of this is an 
uphill battle. He doesn't know if he has the strength for it; how does Chiron 
stand it, watching all those wonderful, life-changing demigods come and 
go, all the time? What's his trick? How does one not fall into the pit he was 
in before, where he masked his insecurities and pain with self-centeredness? 
Or even worse, how does one not become like Hera, dull and seemingly 
heartless, worn down from the lack of real love through the centuries? 


Alas, Apollo thinks, watching Percy's diamond earring wink at him, 
twinkling, as the sunlight coming through the dining room windows hits it 
just right. He isn't the first to wonder that, and he won't be the last. 


Leto pulls out the wine to go with the Italian food, and Percy stares at 
Thalia being handed a glass with no hesitation. “That just looks wrong.” 


“Your face looks wrong,” Thalia replies, and Rachel giggles as she takes a 
bite of garlic bread. “I am older than you, you six-foot tall demon.” 


“Hey, not my fault you and Nico always look twelve,” Percy shrugs, and 
Apollo hides a smile by taking a sip of his wine. He meets his mother's eyes 
across the table, and internally winces at how delighted she seems. Gods, 
it's going to be hard for Percy to make her ever stop liking him. He seems to 
have won a friend. “Hey, don't make that face, you started it—” 


“T'm right, though, and you're factually wrong because only Nico looks tiny 
enough to be furniture—” 


“Kids,” Leto breaks in, smiling at them. “I will remove the wine from the 
table if we're going to bicker like this.” 


“That stings,” Reyna points out, when both Percy and Thalia exchange a 
look of solidarity. “Rachel, could you stop hogging the garlic bread?” 


“Tt's delicious, by the way,” Percy repeats, for about the fifth time since 
they've sat to eat. Apollo looks at him looking at his mother, feeling a fond 
smile slipping through his lips at his earnest, amazed expression, running an 
absent-minded hand through Percy's hair before lowering it to squeeze his 
thigh, finding comfort in the contact. Percy doesn't even flinch. “You have 
to teach me this recipe...” 


Artemis kicks him under the table, startling him, and Apollo glares at her. 
Unfazed, she swirls her lemonade—Artemis never drinks unless she 
absolutely has to, so responsible that she is—and mouths the words you are 
lovesick, as if he needs help figuring out the obvious. As the grown up he is, 
then, he sticks out his tongue at her, which makes her roll her eyes so hard, 
Apollo could bet a finger that she almost got them stuck. 


After that, Apollo volunteers to do the dishes—his specialty, thank you very 
much—as Percy takes a walk with Thalia, Rachel, and Reyna through the 
garden, wanting to check out the pool later. Artemis lingers behind, 
supposedly helping him, as his mother hums under her breath, keeping them 
company. It's a silent, comfortable moment, up until Artemis speaks. 


“Do you like him, mother?” She asks, and Apollo winces. 


“He's a charmer,” Leto agrees, and Apollo turns his head for a second to see 
them, catching Artemis' frown and his mama's pleasant smile, the kind that 
would make everyone look twice to make sure it's real. “He seems good for 
your brother.” 


“Does he?” Artemis throws the question out there like it's been keeping her 
up, and Apollo wouldn't doubt it. “It looks painful already.” 


Apollo sighs. “Sister, I'm not confident your intentions are in the best place 
regarding your concern.” 


“If you deny it, you're proving me right,” she shoots back, and Apollo 
doesn't turn, but he can picture her crossing her arms in indignation. “Love 
hurts, doesn't it? But there's a difference between that and you, Apollo.” 


“Artemis,” Leto breaks in, before Apollo can come up with an answer, her 
voice strong but kind, serious but pleasant. As far as he knows, it's the best 
way to make Zeus do things. “You mustn't feed your brother's fears with 
your own. It is, in the end, not our business. He and Percy have made 
choices, and will continue to do so. It shall be what it shall be.” 


“T didn't think he'd fall this hard,” Artemis huffs. “I could accept a special 
relationship, but this looks like more than that.” 


“Because it is,” Apollo says, voice shaky. No words come, so he takes a 
deep breath, trying to center himself. “It is more than that—and I'm trying 
to figure out what to do with this, Artemis. I'd appreciate it if you didn't 
push me the way Poseidon did.” 


“Poseidon?” Leto asks, at the same time Artemis’ chair scrapes against the 
floor, and she comes to stand beside him, claiming his eyes. She looks 
beyond pissed. Shit. He forgot that they don't know about Valentine's Day. 
“Surely, your uncle wouldn't...” 


“T think he's just a couple months off from asking me to give him Percy's 
value in cows. I fear I'd go broke,” Apollo shakes his head, and Artemis’ 


eyebrows meet her hairline. Apollo sighs. “So, please, let us be. I'm trying 
to... to be a little happy, for a little while.” 


Silence reigns, and he focuses back on the dishes. Wet, wash, rinse, dry. An 
easy task, mindless, perfect for overthinking his situation. Eventually, 
Artemis finds her voice again. 


“You deserve that, Apollo,” she starts, her voice softer than before. “I want 
to see you be fulfilled... even if you'll have to grieve, eventually. But are 
you truly ready for it?” 


Apollo blinks down at his soapy hands. “What do you mean?” 


“T know you,” Artemis shrugs. “Underneath, there's fear greater than my 
own. And, to be clear, Apollo... I'm more scared of you losing your chance 
because of it than any of the other stuff. So, are you ready?” 


He doesn't have an answer, but silence is as good as one. Leto stands, walks 
over to them, and hugs him, never mind the wet hands or the bubbles, a 
warm embrace that brings tears to his eyes. 


“My dear Phoebus,” she sighs, then leans back to look at him, smiling with 
a mixture of encouragement and support, of love and_ kindness. 
“Sometimes, it's best to take the leap. I'm afraid you've found a match to 
your deepest emotions in Percy, and if anything of what I've heard about 
him is true...” 


“He won't back down,” Artemis finishes, with that odd, rare pride to her 
voice that's so rarely directed at men. Then, she meets his eyes, silver to 
gold, and gods, he loves his sister. “Don't run, Apollo. He'll catch up 
anyways.” 


Aphrodite's odd threat comes back to his mind like an earworm, insisting, 
annoying, and just a little terrifying: Percy Jackson will put your silly little 
heart back together, whether you like it or not. 


Gods of Olympus, he isn't ready. 


And yet, he longs to see it happen. 


33. Chapter 33 
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“T don’t believe I have to tell you this,” Thalia says, squinting at the sun like 
the big ball of gas in space is the one she has a vendetta against. “But you 
are aware he’s immortal, right?” 


Reyna sighs deeply when Percy just crosses his arms, tired of this topic. “I 
believe he is, unfortunately.” 


“That’s right,” Thalia waves her finger at him, lowering her sunglasses. 
Rachel exchanges a look with him that very much reads like she’s done her 
part, and now she’s just going to enjoy the show. Sometimes Percy wonders 
about the integrity of his friendships, because they’re all traitors. “Immortal, 
Olympian, quite tragic, was involved with Jason’s death—” 


“Thalia,” Percy winces, and Reyna mirrors him, crossing her arms as well. 
There’s a beat of silence as they all avoid eye contact, and Percy shakes his 
head, looking down at the flowers in the garden. “You forgave him.” 


“But I didn’t forget,” Thalia huffs out a breath, and Percy glances at her. 
Her shoulders drop. “I just... you know, J made peace with immortality. I 
know I will lose everyone but teamwork queen here—” 


“Appreciate that,” Reyna rolls her eyes, and Thalia sticks her tongue out at 
her. 


“—_and, listen, you wanna date a god, go ahead. You wanna be in love even, 
knock yourself out,” Thalia taps her nails on the table, running a hair 
through her hair. She’s kept it short in recent years, still punk, all spikes that 
don’t hang or get in her way, and it’s wild to him, how young she still looks, 


how weirdly timeless. “But this god? Dude. I don’t think Apollo’s ever been 
able to forgive himself for anything he’s done.” 


“Sounds like someone I know,” Rachel breaks in, leaning on her elbows, 
tilting her head towards Percy. Thalia nods, although she doesn’t look 
happy about it. “Are you seriously worried about Apollo’s emotional 
availability?” 


Thalia throws her hands up in the air. “I can be deep! How do you even date 
someone that looks like he’s gonna sob over flowers and trees if you catch 
him just right?” 


“He doesn’t do that anymore,” Percy says, biting the inside of his cheek. 
For better or for worse, Apollo’s told him a bit about Hyacinthus, about 
Daphne, about Commodus and a couple others. Quiet, short words, filled 
with acceptance and the leftover sting of it. “He’s been moving on. Also, 
unfair question, ‘cause when have I been emotionally available?” 


Reyna clicks her tongue. “The Percy Jackson I recall would’ve rather stab 
himself than talk about his feelings through bared teeth.” 


“Therapy’s helped,” Percy sighs. “It’s... I know how it looks, but I trust 
him.” 


“Trust him,” Thalia repeats, her voice dull, and looks at Rachel for 
reference. She just shrugs, to which Thalia groans. “Which side are you 
even on, red?” 


“Well, Apollo is my boss,” Rachel starts, humming, and then grins. “But 
honestly? I’m just seeing how it plays out. I don’t have any bad feelings or 
world-ending visions or, thank the gods, no trances where I see Percy and 
Apollo having three-hundred kids—” 


“Too much!” Percy breaks in, blushing, and Thalia snorts at him. “You get 
what I mean. Don’t be like this. If anyone’s gonna hold him accountable for 
things, it’ll be me anyways. I’m not letting him get away with anything.” 


“At least there’s that,’ Reyna nods, looking at Thalia with those serious 
eyes of hers, her lips pressed in a line. “Percy knows what he’s doing— 
most of the time, in my experience.” 


“In my experience,” Thalia starts, sounding offended, but then she pauses, 
thinking about it, looking at him like it’s the first time she’s seen him in 
forever. In a way, it is. Percy’s not the same person he was in December, 
and he’s thankful for that. “...fuck, in my experience, Percy has it figured 
out better than all of us. And you better take that fucking compliment.” 


“Oh, I am,” Percy rolls his eyes, smiling at her. “I’m happy to hear you 
admit it, you know? We’ve only known each other for like, seven years, 
give or take?” 


“Time isn’t real,” Thalia shakes her head, leaning back against her chair 
until her head is hanging back, looking at the sky. “When you’re immortal? 
It either drags, or goes triple-time. No in-between. And you’re getting old, 
dude. You and Rachel.” 


“T’m perfectly fine,’ Rachel lightly kicks Thalia under the table, while 
elbowing him, since she’s sitting beside him. “He’s the one that’s gonna feel 
it now that he’s dating a non-aging entity.” 


Percy grimaces. “Can we stop talking about that part? I... I know I want to 
be with him for a long time. And that— that could mean anything for me, 
and even more for him. I don’t care if I’m aging and he’s not. I just want to 
be with him as long as he allows us to be.” 


The girls keep quiet for a moment, soaking that in. Thalia looks at him, her 
eyes hidden behind those sunglasses, quiet and serious, but then she presses 
her lips together, sighing. “That last part doesn’t sound good.” 


He looks away, at the flowers. “He might break up with me because of... 
well, emotional availability. He’s scared of me ending up like everyone 
else. And I know that it doesn’t matter how many times I tell him that he’s 
allowed to feel love, I know he won’t accept it if he doesn’t let himself do 
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SO. 


“That’s really sad,” Reyna points out, shaking her head. “When I met him— 
I was so unimpressed. When I heard of some terrible things he’s done, even 
more so, but even then... I saw a warrior in him. I saw someone with a lot 
of fear towards himself, of who he is, and I knew it would not be easy for 
him to let go of the mask, even after Python. I’m sorry, Percy. You might 
still have to win one more fight before you retire.” 


Rachel takes his hand and squeezes, throwing him a smile. “That’s one way 
to put it, Reyna. But I think they’ Il be fine. Call it a gut feeling.” 


“Ugh,” Thalia leans her chair back and props her legs up on the table. “All 
these feelings— if Apollo breaks up with you, I'm leading a man-hunt. I’m 
sure Lady Artemis would agree. He’d be so dumb to do that.” 


“Please, don’t. I think I can handle it,” Percy laughs, a little dry. If Apollo 
breaks up with him... gods, it might hit him harder than Annabeth, beyond 
any doubt. “That’s oddly supportive of you to say.” 


“You changed my mind a little,” Thalia straightens up to look at him, lifting 
her sunglasses. He stares into those electric blue eyes, so different from 
Apollo’s, and he can see her apprehension, her concern, but Percy would 
trust Thalia with his life and so would she to him. She can see that he’s 
sure, and she’s not going to fight that. After all— he has it better figured out 
than everyone, apparently. “Are you ready to convince him to stay, Percy?” 


Percy takes a deep breath, glancing at Reyna, who just raises an eyebrow at 
him, lips twitching because she already knows his answer. Rachel, for her 
part, taps her nails against the table, looking like she knows something that 
they don’t, which might as well be true. Rachel’s gut feelings aren’t to be 
messed with. 


“That’s the hard part,” Percy confirms, and briefly closes his eyes, picturing 
Apollo’s expressions on Valentine’s Day, his grief, his love, his pain, his 
want. He looks at her, and Thalia smiles, a bit kinder, a bit happier. She sure 
loves it when he’s ready to raise hell, and it reminds him of how long it’s 
been, again, since she woke up from her sleep. Not for the first time, he 
hopes Thalia does alright, one day, when they’re all gone. “But gods, it’s 


worth it, man. After that... I have a lifetime to figure out what will come 
after.” 


“T can tie him up for you,” Thalia offers, then cringes. “Actually, that 
sounds wrong. I’ve seen the way you look at each other. Is the sex fun?” 


“Oh, right!’ Rachel urges her on, as Percy sputters. “Percy, if you ever need 
some girl talk, do not hesitate, we are here to support you, as eternal virgins, 
in your romantic endeavors, as well as sexual—” 


“I’m leaving this conversation now,” Reyna says, sighing as Thalia laughs 
at her. Reyna sends her a dirty look as she stands, and then another one at 
Rachel. “You’re terrible.” 


“You love me,” Thalia shoots back, and Reyna makes a disgusted sound 
before leaving to walk back inside the house. Rachel high-fives Thalia, and 
Percy runs an exasperated hand through his hair. “Seriously, though, does 
he actually fuck or nah?” 


“He’s your brother,” Percy reminds her, and Thalia shudders in disgust. 
Wait, actually, he can use that. “He does fuck, though, like, really well. 
There’s this thing that he does with his tongue—” 


Thalia stands up without a word and follows Reyna, and Rachel bursts out 
laughing as Percy internally pats himself in the back, covering his smile 
with his hand. He looks at Rachel. “New bullying tactic?” 


“An awesome one at that,” Rachel agrees, and looks at him for a moment, 
pursing her lips. “You know? I’m glad you’ve found someone who gets 
you, Percy. I really am.” 


“Does it seem like he gets me?” Percy asks her; he already knows the 
answer, but he’s curious as to what she’ll answer, how other people see 
them. Rachel sighs. “Ts the difference really that big?” 


“You know how you and Annabeth were completely opposite, right? People 
always say opposites attract,” Rachel pauses to roll her eyes, and Percy 
snorts. “But even better than that, is finding someone that thinks like you, 


even just a little bit. You and Apollo couldn’t be more different, but... 
something clicked, in my head, when you told me about it. There’s 
something about you two...” 


“We’re kinda dumb?” Percy suggests, and Rachel shakes her head, 
laughing. Percy decides to make another suggestion. “My resting bitch-face 
isn’t as bad around him? Oh, wait, I got it, we bring up the average height 
for our friend group, so Nico’s statistically a little taller—” 


“No, gods, you’re ridiculous,” Rachel snorts, playfully pushing his arm. 
“You’re a menace when you’re in a good mood.” 


“Must be the sunshine,” Percy shrugs, lips twitching. “I heard getting sun- 
kissed is in fashion.” 


“Apollo’s a terrible influence on you,” Rachel determines, but she looks 
happy about it. “No, I think— I know Apollo doesn’t have a soul, Percy, 
and I know the Styx took part of yours... but I just feel like you 
compliment each other.” 


Percy raises his eyebrows. “Did you just call us pseudo-soulmates?” 


“No,” Rachel denies, even though she totally did. “It’s more like... you’re 
both angry people, you’re both so sad, but you can both be so kind, and 
giving. I guess two negatives make a positive, after all. You just gotta know 
when to bring them together, because you two wouldn’t have worked 
during the wars.” 


The comment brings Percy back to earlier, in the closet, Apollo’s sad, 
insecure face. “I don’t like him just because of Lester, you know?” 


“Of course,” Rachel agrees, nodding. “I know Apollo sees Lester like 
someone else entirely, and so do we, sometimes, but Lester is just the body. 
It’s a vessel. When I met up with him, the first time, I was ready to kill him, 
but it was him, in all his dumb-blond spirit wonder. And later, when we all 
helped him take down Nero for good so he could face Python... that was 
Apollo. That was the god. He did that. It was his heart that saved Meg, and 
Lu, and me from ancient snake mind-poisoning. I doubted him, because he 


deserved it a little. But he should trust himself more, the way we all did in 
the end.” 


“Sometimes I wish I’d gone with him,” Percy confesses, pressing his lips 
together. “You know, taken a sabbatical and just waited for the new school 
year, never mind a late graduation. Be honest with Annabeth and tell her I 
wasn’t ready for college. But I just... I was tired.” 


“We all lie to ourselves, Percy,” Rachel takes his hand again, trying to be 
reassuring. It works, and Percy realizes it’s been forever since he’s 
welcomed a lot of physical affection from his friends, because of his 
claustrophobia. He should change that. “But even then, you made... sort of 
the right choice. Another quest wasn’t the answer for you. It would’ve 
destroyed you. But there’s no use thinking about that now, you know? It’s 
the past, and it’s haunting, especially for people like you and Apollo... but I 
think we should all look forwards to the future. Don’t you?” 


Percy lets out a bit of a breathless laugh, short and incredulous. “Who am I 
to question an Oracle?” 


“Exactly,” Rachel grins, and stands up, pulling him in. “Come on, Percy. 
Let’s bully your boyfriend. We got a beach trip to get to.” 


Apollo becomes aware of an extremely delightful fact as they get to the 
beach: Percy looks amazing near the ocean. 


Now, he’s not an idiot. It is known that sea breeze and beach sand has a way 
of making children of Poseidon—the good looking ones, of course—seem 
more lively and gorgeous as hell, and the man itself looks at least a little 
less ragged near salt water. 


But Percy? Holy Hera and dear Hades, it’s like he recovers all the energy 
that the two wars and a difficult life have stolen from him, standing more 
confident, his eyes shining more brightly, his skin soaking up the sun like 
he was born for it, and that thought has him feeling some type of way, 
because, as it might already be evident, well... Apollo’s the sun. 


The second they arrived, Percy had taken off his shirt, sandals, and 
sunglasses, then glared at the water like it was a personal challenge, and 
jump-dived into it with a running start that made Apollo start sweating 
faster than someone could remind him of the Black Death. He was having a 
bad century, alright? 


“You’re drooling,” Rachel helpfully points out, bringing up her Polaroid 
camera and snapping a picture of him before he can wipe his chin. As it 
prints out, Rachel sighs. “I get it, though. Percy Jackson, am I right?” 


“You’re lucky the job description says nothing about ogling,” Apollo points 
out, trying to sound menacing, but all Rachel does is point her camera at 
where Reyna and Thalia are arguing about where to set up their umbrellas. 
Reyna keeps trying to establish her own space, and Thalia keeps saying 
that’s not what sisters do, while Artemis stares in quiet, complentative 
silence. “Should I be worried that Percy didn’t put on sunscreen before 
going in the water?” 


“Probably,” Rachel nods, and kneels down on her towel to look into her 
bag. She helpfully provides a sunscreen lotion, like Apollo didn’t already 
pack five different bottles, but he accepts it nonetheless because he doesn’t 
want to be called a mom. “You should probably retrieve him before we lose 
him.” 


“Would it be romantic if I dove after him?” Apollo suggests, and Rachel 
scoffs in a way that makes it evident that, yeah, alright, that’s probably not 
the way to impress a son of Poseidon. “You’re right. I’ll just serenade him 
from the shore—” 


“Apollo, darling,” Leto breaks in, back from getting a good parking space 
for the van, lifting her sunglasses and shaking her head before patting his 
back. “Just let him have his moment. I’m sure he’II be back.” 


Apollo stares longingly at the water. “It’s like dating water nymphs all over 
again, but a million— no, a billion times better.” 


“Slut,” Rachel coughs into her fist, and for that, Apollo pulls her hair tie so 
that her ponytail comes undone. Rachel gasps as her curly hair spills down 


her face. “Apollo! Do you have any idea how long it took me to get that 
done?” 


“Like, two minutes?” He asks, and Leto sends him a warning look. Pouting 
to match Rachel’s expression, he returns her hair tie. “I’m sorry, dear 
Pythia. I promise not to do childish things like that again.” 


Rachel rolls her eyes at him. “Whatever, go get your fish boyfriend.” 


He doesn’t have to be told twice. Rachel has some rather convenient timing 
(read; she’s an Oracle down to her core) because as he approaches the 
shoreline, water coming up to his knees, Percy’s head pops out from the 
water, eyes zeroing in on Apollo, green eyes almost blue this close to the 
water, and boy, does he look like a much better-looking Siren like that. 
Apollo winks at him, crossing his arms. 


“Having fun?” He asks, trying to play it cool, but then Percy grins, cocky 
and sharp, that troublemaker smile that makes all the population of New 
Rome and Long Island go absolutely batshit crazy. He can’t have heart 
attacks, as a god, but he feels very close to one. “Oh, dear.” 


“Come over here,” Percy says, and raises a hand out of the water to beckon 
him with a finger. Apollo feels like a rather specific fantasy of his is being 
fulfilled, and he’s not sure about whether that’s good or awesome yet. “The 
water’s good.” 


Apollo sighs, and he can tell it’s absolutely, disgustingly love sick. “Are 
you sure you don’t know a little charmspeak? That sounds amazing.” 


“Tf I knew charmspeak I wouldn’t have to tell you five times a day to pick 
up your glasses from the couch before I break another pair,” Percy licks salt 
water from his lips and moves with a wave, effortless, barely even moving 
his arms. Then, he starts swimming towards him. “I’ll just have to dunk 
you, then.” 


Apollo walks towards him like a possessed man, not bothering to take off 
his tank top. If he loses his sandals in the ocean, who cares? If that’s what 
fate dictates, then count him in. However, he stops when Percy starts to rise 


out of the water, appreciating the view of water dripping down his chest, 
droplets hanging to his hips the way Apollo’s hands want to, swimsuit 
ridiculously low on his waist, running a hand over his face and his hair to 
get leftover water off. 


Gods of Olympus, Apollo has to say it again: Percy’s the pretty one 
between them. Scarred, freckled, a bit unevenly tanned as a side effect of 
spending so much time around the literal sun, it’s so breathtaking that his 
eyes tear up. Not for the first time he feels an itch to paint him, either from 
memory or in the flesh, but he’s not sure Percy would appreciate that 
surprise. He sees him as beautiful as he truly is, while Percy’s self-image is 
skewed enough that he might not recognize himself in the sharp angles, the 
graceful cupid’s bow of his lip, the soft semblance of his eyebrows when 
he’s relaxed that makes him look as kind as he truly is. 


Distracted as he is with the view, Apollo doesn’t really pay attention to the 
water pulling him in, beckoning him to move deeper as Percy stands at 
waist-depth. By the time he thinks huh, this water is kinda solid, it’s too 
late, and he’s already being pulled under. 


He can admit he can be a little absent-minded sometimes, but can he be 
blamed when he has someone like Percy standing in front of him, looking 
like that? Apollo’s many things, but he’s not one to not appreciate the view. 
Over his dead Lester body, or whatever works in this situation. The saving 
grace, however, is that he is in fact a god. A thought that kicks in a second 
late because, despite his brief time as human, his first instinct is to hold his 
breath. Habits are hard to kick. 


Percy dives back in to look at his handiwork underwater, of course, and 
Apollo waves at him and blows him a kiss, which instantly makes him 
laugh. The sound travels muted underwater but gods, it’s still just as 
beautiful, and Apollo grabs his wrist, pulling him in to kiss him. It’s longer 
than it should be, really, and the water makes it a little awkward, but that’s 
just about perfect in his book. When Percy brings them back up, he’s still 
smiling wide. 


“T kinda realized you don’t need oxygen,” Percy says, and Apollo snorts, 
kisses him again, biting his bottom lip and wrapping his arms around his 


waist. When he leans back, Percy wiggles his eyebrows at him. “We can 
kiss forever underwater.” 


“T don’t think the sun should be off making out with a child of the sea 
underwater day in and day out, Percy,” Apollo points out, and Percy pouts 
at him, stealing a laugh from him. “However, if you’re asking me to run 
away with you, color me interested.” 


Percy looks away like he can’t quite handle his visage, in a good way, lips 
twitching. “That sounds so cheesy.” 


“And yet, so charming,” Apollo completes for him, pressing a salty wet kiss 
against his cheek. “Want a piggyback ride? We can be that annoying cute 
couple on the beach and make all the eternal virgins uncomfortable. Also, 
you need sunscreen.” 


“That sounds petty, but also kinda fun,” Percy thinks about it for a second. 
“Turn around, fucker, I’m riding you.” 


Apollo whistles, then lets out a pained groan even as he turns around. 
“Gods, you can say that to me again.” 


“Horn dog,” Percy chuckles, but wraps his arms around his shoulders and 
his legs around his waist. Apollo’s hand find a home at his thighs, strong 
and muscled, and he can’t believe how fucking happy this simple thing 
makes him. “Are you gonna lotion me up, daddy?” 


Apollo gasps and gets sea water in his mouth. He chokes, coughing, and 
Percy bends down to hide his face against his shoulder. Apollo can feel the 
heat of his cheeks, embarrassed, as Percy tightens his grip on him. 


“Don’t say anything,” he begs, his voice high-pitched with disbelief at 
himself. “Oh, gods, I did not mean—” 


“Oh, baby,” Apollo chokes out, letting out a laugh. “That’s brilliant, honey, 
that’s absolutely brilliant—” 


Percy tries to push his head under the water and only succeeds at Apollo 
getting more inside his mouth, choking a little again, but he still finds 
himself laughing. “Don’t use pet names! Stop!” 


“Gods, you’re wonderful—” 


They spend around an hour wrestling in the water, which Apollo actually 
comes out of tired, because a son of Poseidon surrounded by water— yeah, 
it’s not an easy match. At some point during it, Rachel joined them on a 
floaty to take more pictures, then Reyna and Thalia passed by them in a 
competition to see who could swim the longest distance; Percy forgot about 
him for a second to watch their form and correct them, but Apollo quickly 
regained his attention by dragging him underwater again, for another kiss. 


His mother watches from a distance, as usual. She enjoys tanning more than 
she enjoys swimming, and he assumes, in a corner of his mind that he 
doesn’t like to go in, that that’s what got Zeus’ attention: just a woman 
enjoying the sun, only to have a disaster of a man drooling all over her 
shoes. Ugh. Thinking about his father is so dreadful. But, apart from that, 
Artemis keeps her company, a quiet, solid rock at her side, another camera 
in her hands because she likes taking pictures for Leto to cherish while in 
her exile. 


As much as they treat the Florida condo as a home, considering the pleasant 
views, the accessibility, and the pool— everything, the fact of the matter is 
this: a peaceful Titaness like his mother can’t be just walking around, after 
the stunts Kronos pulled. It took his mother several years to reform, after 
the attempts to turn her to Kronos shortly after Luke Castellan turned rotten. 
Back then, they didn’t link it to him, one of many signs they ignored until 
Percy came along, but the timeline matches. His mother missed all of the 
war against Kronos, as well as most of the one against Gaea, and he hadn’t 
gotten to see her properly before he went off as Lester. 


It’s the reason she’s so angry at Zeus. Not only was he mistreated, in her 
eyes, she was also robbed of a reunion, left to wait in Florida without ever 
being able to leave the state’s borders. She has more freedom than many, 
but that’s just what being a former lover of Zeus gets you, if he liked you 
enough in the first place. 


But he doesn’t want to think about that. He wants happy thoughts. He wants 
the here and now. He wants to pretend that Percy isn’t in love with him and 
as such, that his heart will remain in one piece, that he will move on from 
him after he has enough of Apollo’s internal pain and sadness dragging him 
down. 


For the record, he does get to put sunscreen on Percy, massaging his 
muscles, feeling his skin under his hands and cherishing it properly. Percy 
sits in his lap afterwards, leaning against his chest as they take a break, 
speaking in soft tones about whatever comes to mind just by themselves, 
ignoring Artemis quietly taking pictures of everything without missing a 
beat. 


“TJ had a dream, you know,” Percy says, head leaning against his shoulder so 
he’s almost facing upwards to the sky, lips close to his ear so only they can 
hear. “It was kinda like this, but not really. Can’t recall.” 


Apollo presses a kiss against his bare shoulder, tasting salt water and 
sunscreen and not caring one bit. “I was in it?” 


“Yes,” Percy nods, sighing. “Of course you were. It was a nice dream.” 


“Careful, Percy,” Apollo mumbles against his skin, closing his eyes. “Your 
dreams have an eerie habit of coming true.” 


“Not this one,” Percy takes one of his hands, tangling their fingers and 
Squeezing once. “The good ones never do— but it’s a nice thought 
anyways.” 


“Haven’t you heard? I’m full of positivity,” Apollo says, and Percy huffs 
out a laugh, shaking his head, turning it so they can kiss. Apollo wraps his 
arms around him, pulling him closer, and then sighs. “You’re such a 
romantic at heart, Percy. You wouldn’t believe what Aphrodite told me 
about that—” 


“Asclepius said I’m from Venus,” Percy interrupts, and Apollo’s eyebrows 
shoot up to his forehead, but it makes sense that he would know. Asclepius 
is thorough in his research. “Are you smug yet?” 


“I’d rather give you my condolences,” Apollo chuckles. “But just so you 
know, you’re you. Don’t care about that. I was just messing with you.” 


“Goes both ways,” Percy snorts, and changes subjects before Apollo can 
feel guilty about that. “What should I make for dinner?” 


Apollo shrugs. “Something yummy, please, or I might just have to eat you.” 


Percy sits up and looks back at him, shaking his head. “Not if I eat you first, 
sunshine.” 


He can’t describe the perfection of this moment with words. It speaks for 
itself, in a way, and yet Apollo feels the fragility of it. The only way it could 
be better is if he caved, let himself love and be loved, but as soon as the 
thought enters his mind he thinks about blood-stained petals and ruthless 
tree bark, about betrayal and anger, and feels ashamed. How could someone 
like him, with his hands covered in so much blood from people he claimed 
to love, love Percy purely? Love Percy how he deserves to? 


How could he ever give him the peace he deserves? 


He doesn’t know, and not for the first time, Apollo feels lost about what he 
should do about it. 


Since Leto made Italian food at lunch, Percy finds it rather balanced to 
make empanadas with garlic sauce on the side. He pulls cheese, leftover 
meat, and even some ham from the fridge, after he’s back from the store 
with Apollo, since they had to go out to buy the masa flour. 


Thalia takes one of the garlic sauce mini-bowls Percy makes and declares 
herself the owner, pointing the end of an empanada at him. “You, sir, need 
to stop being so multi-talented. Some of us are just trying to live, you 
know?” 


“Not my fault you can’t cook for shit,” Percy provides, and high-fives both 
Rachel and Apollo. 


“It’s been so long since I’ve had this,” Leto says, keeping the bickering at 
bay, and Percy leans further into Apollo’s space, watching him enjoy every 
bite like it’s his last. Knowing him, the fool is likely to believe so. “You’re 
truly a delight, Percy.” 


Gods, compliments are embarrassing. “Um, thanks, but your food is so 
good—” 


They have a long-winded conversation about baking, after that. Leto is so 
graceful with her words, in the way she moves, and remains soft-spoken yet 
strong-willed, not afraid to be direct, and Percy likes her a lot. He could see 
himself stopping by during other vacations in the future, even if it’s just for 
a second, because her presence is calming and welcoming. Fittingly, she 
reminds him of his mother, and figures that she fills that role pretty well for 
someone like Thalia, who’s only ever known neglect, and Reyna, whose 
own mother is a distant goddess. 


He feels Artemis’ eyes on him. He’s felt them since she arrived but now she 
isn’t even being subtle and it clearly gives Apollo anxiety, because he keeps 
exchanging looks with her behind his back that are probably meant to tell 
her off, when he thinks he isn’t watching. But Percy doesn’t mind. He 
knows what Artemis wants. Which is why, when they’re all done eating, 
and when Rachel retires with Reyna and Thalia to the room they’re sharing 
so she can help them get ready for their trip tomorrow, he kindly offers to 
do the dishes, and asks Artemis to help him with it. 


“T could help,” Apollo offers instead, but Percy shakes his head at him, and 
Leto, who probably knows what he wants, sets a hand on his shoulder, and 
that seems to be enough. Apollo looks at Artemis, nervous. “Be nice. No 
breaking plates this time.” 


Artemis turns towards the sink, and turns up the tap. “I promised I wouldn’t 
do that again.” 


“Good,” Leto smiles, and starts pulling Apollo out the kitchen. “You can 
have your bow back after you’re done, sweetheart!” 


The idea that gods like Artemis and Apollo, Olympians through and 
through, powerful and terrifying in their own right, answer to this lovely, 
kind Titaness is, in a way, extremely precious. But then it’s just him and 
Artemis, alone in the room, as Percy finishes cleaning up the dining table, 
and he counts up to a hundred in his head in order to keep calm because 
he’s— this is nerve wracking. 


Artemis gets through the pan he used for the empanadas and the garlic 
sauce plates before she speaks up, and makes Percy jump out of principle. 
“Percy Jackson.” 


He winces, looking at the back of her head. “Lady Artemis?” 


“Tf things were different, I’d have an arrow to your throat,” Artemis says, 
without turning around or closing the tap, still doing the dishes, and Percy 
swallows. “Don’t be so nervous, Perseus. I’m not threatening you.” 


“Good to know,” Percy mumbles, sweating. “I... I don’t know what you 
want me to say, to be honest.” 


“T figured,” Artemis sighs, shrugging lightly. Looking at her back is like 
looking at a wall, and the soft sounds of clinking forks and plates as she 
washes only set him a little more on edge— it’s the ordinary wrapped in the 
hands of a being of pure divine energy, in turn wrapped inside a normal 
body. “Originally, I wasn’t planning to come on this... vacation. There are 
still terrible things to hunt out there, people to protect, environments to 
watch over. But I needed to speak with you, my brother, and my mother. I 
needed to see it with my own eyes.” 


Percy presses his lips together, closing his fists. “See... what?” 


“You and him, together,” Artemis pauses, then turns off the tap, dries her 
hands, and turns to look at him straight-on, eyes as hard as steel. “To put it 
plainly: I'm here to make sure I won't have to nurse Apollo's heart back into 
shape again because you mortals, especially the men, are too unreliable to 
know what you want.” 


“That’s...” Percy clears his throat. “I mean, past behavior kinda implies 
many lovers of his, uh, you know, instead of breaking up...” 


Artemis throws him a glare so vicious that Percy feels his soul trying to 
escape his body. “Yes, many of his lovers have met unfortunate ends, but 
those aren’t the ones I mean, Perseus. I’m sure you must know by now, that 
he’s often had to sacrifice his own happiness for others' sake— blessing 
their weddings like a fool, their relatives with immortality, with the gifts of 
prophecy.” 


“T wouldn’t—” 


“I am aware,” Artemis raises her eyebrows at him, and Percy bites his 
tongue. He should listen. He does know what she means, and he hates the 
inevitable feeling that comes with it— the idea that Apollo might leave him 
for all the wrong reasons. “You are a unique one, Percy. I recognized this a 
while ago. But Apollo is a fool, and you reek of his affection. His own fear 
might hold him back because of it.” 


Percy would like to deny it, but he can’t. “It’s his decision in the end, isn’t 
it? I can’t do anything about it. I... I’ve tried to tell him, but I don’t think 
he’s taken it to heart. I think he assumes the worst, so that it doesn’t hurt 
later. But it hurts now.” 


Artemis makes a sound low on her throat, disapproving and frustrated, 
crossing her arms as she leans back against the kitchen counter. “He always 
fails to look at the present when it comes to himself. Always looking at the 
future— even though he knows what awaits us, already: eternity. He hasn’t 
been able to make peace with that ever since the Lester stunt.” 


“Can you blame him, Lady Artemis?” Percy asks, his tone defeated. “He 
craves love that Olympus can’t give him.” 


“No god could heal his heart,” Artemis presses her lips together, and Percy 
catches a lick of hurt, of fear. “Aphrodite told me this, Perseus, when I 
spoke to her at the solstice. It’s the kind of game that love plays. Makes you 
wonder, does she mean a demigod? A goddess? A nymph, an immortal like 
Chiron? A mortal that has no idea of our world? Either way, we agree. 


Olympus can’t offer the sort of love my brother needs: selfless, giving, and 
reciprocal.” 


“Tf that’s some sort of pseudo-prophecy, then Aphrodite is out of her mind,” 
Percy rolls his eyes, and Artemis smiles, just so, brief enough that he 
wonders if he imagined it. “I’m not magical and I don’t have all the 
answers, Lady Artemis. We’re not soulmates. We’re two people that like 
each other and I just... I just love him. But there’s nothing I can do if he 
decides he doesn’t want to be with me.” 


“Are you certain?” Artemis asks, and Percy sees it again: that flicker of 
vulnerability behind her eyes, of fear. Percy tries to put himself in her 
shoes; imagines watching Estelle, all grown up and brilliant, get her heart 
broken again and again and again and again, not just because of tragedy, 
not just because of other people’s selfishness, but because of fear. It makes 
him choke up. 


“T’m sorry,” Percy finds himself saying, lowering his eyes. Artemis’ gaze is 
intense and searching, and he can't quite meet it. “But I— I got nothing. I 
try to be honest with him, but he looks terrified every time. I’m sorry.” 


Artemis takes a deep breath. “I don’t mean to pressure you, Percy. And I’m 
aware that I’m putting too much faith in your ability to pull off miracles. 
For that, I apologize. But I must ask something of you anyways. One last 
resort, for you to use, so that he may understand what you truly want.” 


Percy meets her eyes, finds a soft gaze, but can’t bring himself to do 
anything other than listen. 


“Tell him how you feel, Perseus,” Artemis says, her voice soft, delicate— 
strangely melodious in a way that reminds him of Apollo’s. His mouth goes 
dry. “Tell him you love him, and everything else that you consider 
necessary. He needs to understand, if he really wants to be with you, he 
can’t do so halfway. He can’t pour all of himself into you and ask for 
nothing back, because in the end, it will hurt you both. He can’t count on 
fading feelings or mortal lifetimes.” 


“And if it isn’t enough?” Percy chokes out, then takes a deep breath, trying 
to calm himself down. “If he’s too gone?” 


“Tf there’s anything I’ve gathered about my brother in the last four thousand 
years, Percy, it’s that he’s thick-headed,” Artemis sighs, turning her head to 
look out the window. The moon is high in the sky, a perfect silver, and 
Artemis seems to shimmer with it, even without the moonlight shining on 
her. “But he has a habit of coming around, eventually. Of making the right 
choice.” 


He keeps quiet, then, not knowing how to answer that. It’s terrifying— does 
Percy have it in him to do that, if push comes to shove? Every time he looks 
at Apollo he feels like his heart is filled with bliss yet pain still manages to 
sneak in, because Apollo’s so good at hiding even when he’s baring himself 
and his truth to him. 


“T hope, for both your sakes, that he comes around fast this time,” Artemis 
breathes out, and then turns back to the sink, shaking her head. “I’m sorry, 
Perseus. I don’t envy the weight on your shoulders. But please, just... just 
let him know he’s loved, for once. Let him know he’s tasted what he’s 
looked for during millennia with you. Please.” 


When’s the last time a god asked you for something ? Percy thinks, standing 
frozen, trying to process the wave of emotions in his heart. When’s the last 
time a god begged you for something ? 


He can’t recall. But even beyond those thoughts... this is Apollo they’re 
talking about, the epitome of Greek tragedy, the muse for the pessimists and 
the hopeless romantics, the source of light in the world but also the one that 
holds a pit of anxiety and self-doubt that Percy knows all too well, and his 
eyes tear up a little, because gods, Apollo needs to know. He deserves to 
know, regardless of how it ends up, which means Artemis is right. 


“T’ll try,” Percy chokes out, swallows, but Artemis doesn’t look back. Still, 
he notices the tension in her shoulders, and repeats it. “I'll try.” 


“You should go rest. I’ll finish up here,” Artemis says, her voice still soft. 
“He’ll be waiting for you, Perseus. And, beyond myself, beyond him— 


don’t let him take your happiness away, as well. He’d be foolish enough not 
to realize that consequence.” 


With that in mind, Percy turns, but in the kitchen doorway, he stops and 
turns to look at her, catching her profile, serious and worried. 


He nods. “Thank you, Lady Artemis. I’ll owe you one.” 


Upstairs, Apollo is in their room, predictably lying on the bed and staring at 
the ceiling, humming to himself. The second Percy closes the door, though, 
he’s on him. “What did she say?” 


Percy glances around the room, noticing Apollo’s started packing his 
suitcase. They’re leaving tomorrow afternoon, after all, since they have to 
go to New York as well, and enjoy Montauk. 


“Oh, she just said I should treat you well,” Percy says, which isn’t that bad 
of a lie, but Apollo’s expression remains doubtful. Percy sighs. “She was 
nice, dude. Don’t worry.” 


I love you, Percy thinks, just once, in the tiniest corner of his mind, not 
knowing whether he wants him to hear it or not. Apollo’s expression 
doesn’t change, though. So it doesn’t matter. 


“Are you sure? You seem a little... well, I don’t know if upset is the word, 
but it’s close.” 


“T’m just tired,” Percy comes to sit on the edge of the bed, sighing. Apollo 
Slides to sit beside him, pressing his hands over his shoulders and digging 
into his muscles to help him relax, and tension leaves him in a breath. He 
smiles. “That’s better.” 


“We had a ton of fun today,” Apollo sighs, kissing his cheek, and Percy 
grabs his shirt, pulling him in so they can kiss on the lips instead. A long, 
drawn out touch that leaves him breathless, and pained. Apollo looks 
concerned. “Are you sure she didn’t say anything weird?” 


“She didn’t,” Percy shakes his head, smiling at him. What Artemis said was 
intense, for sure, but weird... no. She’s right about a lot of things. “I guess I 
ran out of my good spirits. Interacting with people is tiring.” 


Apollo doesn’t look convinced, but he can tell he’s going to get nowhere 
tonight, so he just brings him in to hug him, kissing the top of his head. 
“Alright, then. But if something bothers you, don’t forget to tell me.” 


“Quit with the long face,” Percy kisses his neck, and then makes his way up 
his skin with his lips, until they’re kissing again. This time, when they 
break apart and he gets to watch the undertones of green in Apollo’s eyes 
because of the shirt he’s wearing messing with the light, a display of the 
many ways in which he’s beautiful, the words almost slip from him, 
reckless and eager, but he holds them back. Not yet. “I’m fine. Just wanna 
Sleep with you.” 


Finally, Apollo gives in. “Alright, then. Can I choose your pajamas?” 


New York goes alright. Mom is ecstatic to see him again and so are Estelle 
and Paul, who look a little more alike every day that passes, and Apollo fits 
into the picture better than he did in December. Montauk during spring isn’t 
as good as during the summer, but they’ll probably be too busy moving to 
go in August, so they make do. 


He watches Apollo play in the water with Estelle, as he helps mom and Paul 
set up for a barbeque, and without meaning to, he says out loud: “I’m going 
to tell him I’m in love.” 


Paul trips over his own feet and mom audibly chokes on a gasp. “Percy?” 


He blushes, shaking his head, and does his best to brush off the subject 
because gods, that— that’s just embarrassing, but at least they know how 
serious he is now. Mom doesn’t look too happy, but she looks at Apollo in 
the water with Estelle and visibly melts, then looks at Percy again. 


“Will he take it well?” She asks, because she’s perceptive, and has probably 
been reading up on Apollo ever since last year. “He is rather...” 


“I know,” Percy sighs, trying not to look too pained, and mom and Paul 
exchange a look. “Uh, I guess, good thing I’m moving back to New York... 
might need the hugs... you know, afterwards...” 


Mom pulls him in for a hug but Percy doesn’t let it linger, because it hasn’t 
happened yet and he doesn’t want Apollo to catch them like this and 
wonder what’s wrong again. Percy still doesn’t know how to explain to him 
that there’s nothing amiss— everything’s good, in fact, so good he wants 
him to know, but the likelihood of Apollo seeing it that way is rather low. 


What little is left of spring break is good. Percy gets to be with his family, 
with Apollo, to memorize him like this: smiling like the sun he is, charming 
the laughter out of his little sister, having conversations with Paul about the 
education system, praising mom to Tartarus and back. It hurts, ridiculously 
so, to think of having to let it go if the result he wants isn’t the one he gets, 
and that small fear, that flicker of doubt, keeps Percy quiet about it for a 
whole week after they get back to California. The only saving grace of it is 
that two days after their arrival, Apollo has to leave for another trip with his 
mother and Artemis, having gotten permission from Zeus to take her out of 
Florida. 


But like everything, it comes to a head one night, when Apollo knocks on 
his door, smiles at him warm and loving, bringing him flowers. “You’ve 
been working hard, haven’t you?” 


Percy glances at his coffee table, the piles of work and textbooks, blinking 
the tiredness out of his eyes. “An attempt is being made, I guess. 
Graduating is the worst. How was that hunting trip?” 


“Artemis almost killed a mortal we ran across. He killed a deer in a rather 
cruel way,” Apollo winces. “I convinced her to curse his tools so they 
would all malfunction instead.” 


“That works,” Percy snorts, pulling him in for a kiss, almost crushing the 
flowers between them. “Uh, crap. I need to buy a vase, honestly.” 


“T’ll get you one,” Apollo chuckles, and takes the flowers from him to put 
them in water himself. Afterwards, he looks at them, eyes soft, then at 


Percy, and something about his expression makes him brace himself. It’s a 
good thing he did. “You’ve been oddly quiet lately, Percy.” 


“Me?” Percy asks, swallowing, and Apollo raises his eyebrows. Fuck. “I 
mean, I’m a quiet guy.” 


“Sure,” Apollo agrees, and steps closer to him, reaching out to hold his 
hands, entwining their fingers. “But there’s normal quiet, and there’s 
awkward quiet, and there’s I’m keeping something to myself quiet. So, what 
is it?” 


“Since when do you know my quiet levels?” Percy mumbles, instead of 
answering the question, avoiding his eyes. Apollo squeezes his hands and 
he looks up to him, facing a frown. His resolve to avoid this for longer 
breaks a little. “I’m sorry. It’s just— I don’t know how to tell you this.” 


Apollo’s expression goes from mildly concerned to worried. “Did 
something happen? Or, it’s— did I do something?” 


Feeling his emotions slipping, Percy can’t help but let out a nervous laugh. 
“I... I suppose you did, but so did I. Funny how that works.” 


“Percy,” Apollo says, his voice uncharacteristically serious, and just a little 
scared. “Being cryptic isn’t quite like you. What’s going on?” 


He brings his hands up to Apollo’s chest, pressing against his warmth. He’s 
wearing a simple t-shirt and jeans today, nothing fancy; no accessories 
except for Percy’s bead around his neck, hidden underneath his clothes, no 
make-up. He’s still so beautiful, and he seems so concerned. 


“You know what’s going on,” Percy says, sighing, and meets his eyes, wide, 
worried, confused. Taking a last deep breath before the fall, Percy drops. “I 
love you.” 


A pin could drop and it would be deafening, but all there is in the air is that 
admission, the hopeless wish escaping his lips, tongue forming the words 
and throat letting out the sounds with his full permission. He's never felt so 
clear headed. And all Apollo does is freeze, which allows Percy to let loose. 


“T love you,” he goes, once more, and it should feel dirty, because he knows 
what the answer is going to be, just from the face Apollo makes after 
hearing it a second time. It doesn't yet, but Apollo makes a sound, like a 
wounded animal. He's tempted to match it. “It shouldn't be possible, you 
know? Not between us. It's cruel. It feels like a hoax. But it’s real, and I... I 
just do.” 


A deep breath, and Percy sees what he feared: a clenched jaw, blue eyes 
clouding over with denial, disbelief. “Percy, that’s... I think you know that 
love's only ever been cruel when it comes to me, when it counts. Eros never 
misses a shot. This... the viability... it’s not good...” 


Percy clenches his jaw, stares at his chin, as Apollo tries to gather enough 
nerve to pull out the excuses he already knew were coming. It's so hard to 
meet his eyes, yet so easy to forget this is not a human under his hands. 
That this flesh and bone is a beautiful mirage, a shadow of what truly lies 
underneath, the costume of the divine. In a way, it is a hoax, because Percy 
can never see Apollo’s true form, his true self, his true beauty— but does 
that even matter, when Apollo has proven to be as much of a man as he is a 
god? Does it? 


“T'm not her,” he says, trying to instill iron in his voice, but all that comes 
out is blood, or at least that's what it feels like, emotions spilling out. He 
earns the brush of hands over his cheeks, a thumb grazing over his lips. He 
doesn’t look up. He's not daring Apollo, he's not getting a rise out of him, as 
much as he is begging him to see what he sees. “Gods, I'll never be. No one 
could ever be Daphne, and no one could ever be Hyacinthus, or Commodus, 
or Cyrene, or any of them. There's no one to blame for this other than me 
and you. There'll never be.” 


“Aphrodite, Venus— that isn't far-fetched,” Apollo supplies, but it's a bad 
attempt and he knows it. “Percy, I don't know what you want me to say.” 


“Tell me you love me,” Percy forces himself to meet Apollo's eyes, almost 
losing his nerve at the expression in them. An emotion somewhere between 
heartbreak and want, hope and disbelief. A walking contradiction, yet he 
doesn't think Apollo's ever looked as human as he does at this moment. 


“Tell me you love me too, and that you want to keep me, or tell me you 
don't. Tell me the truth or lie to me, Apollo. That’s what I want.” 


“The truth,” Apollo pauses, a finger tracing his jaw. “I don't know if either 
of us can handle that. I can’t.” 


“T've never been able to handle it,” Percy almost chokes on the words. He 
remembers his mom, protecting him in spite of her happiness. He 
remembers standing over Luke, Annabeth's dagger in his hand, having to 
hand it over. He remembers Silena Beauregard, her once beautiful features 
burned with acid, wearing a traitor’s symbol. He remembers the goddess of 
misery Akhlys getting a taste of his own ugliness just as much as he 
remembers missing Jason's funeral. “The truth? I hate it. I've always hated 
it. But it's better than the lies.” 


Apollo's chest rises and falls with a breath, as he tilts his head, trying to 
keep himself composed, and the way his eyes soften, the way he visibly 
gives up resistance... it gives him hope he shouldn't have. 


“T've always found it difficult to be honest. You can't be a god of truth if 
you aren't able to tell a lie from miles away, and the only way to do that is 
to be a liar yourself,” Apollo blinks, leans into his space; their foreheads 
touch. His breath brushes over his lips. “The truth about us... from how I 
see it, you'll beat humanity deeper into my essence. You'll tear apart 
everything I've ever been, whatever's left of Phoebus Apollon under Lester. 
You'll be my doom and my reckoning and gods, let my mother's name be 
witness to it, I could love you like I've never loved before. Like mortals do, 
because you've broken and changed every rule since you were born. And I 
would ask you to do it, too.” 


Percy blinks away moisture in his eyes. His voice cracks. “But you won't.” 


Apollo looks at him, and from this close Percy can see the skies in his eyes. 
He can see the storms and the rains, the sunshine and the cover of clouds, 
all encapsulated in a blue that seems to shift, reminding him of the cruelest 
part of it all. 


“To love a god, Percy, you have to give everything or give nothing. And 
both of those could kill you, one way or another.” Apollo leans back to run 
his eyes over his face, committing him to memory. “You've already given 
Olympus everything. Your time, your loyalty, your trust, even your love, in 
small measures. How could I ask for more? How could I take it? That's not 
the peace you deserve.” 


The peace he deserves; Percy's been looking for it ever since he moved to 
California. He pictures his mom in Montauk, the flash of pain when he 
asked her about his dad. May Castellan's lost mind, Tristan McLean never 
loving again. Emily Zhang heading to war because love and duty meant the 
same, Maria di Angelo dying for no good reason. Beryl Grace, always 
seeking out the attention of one man— one god. Frederick Chase’s 
resentment towards parenting in his early years, but still loving Athena in 
his own way. 


Everything or nothing. 
And Percy's never done things halfway. 


But there's no such thing as letting a god tell him what it is that he wants, 
needs, or deserves. 


“No,” Percy steps back, breaking all contact, and it feels as cold and 
desolate as he imagined. His nails dig into his palms as he closes his hands 
into fists, and months ago, it would’ve broken skin. Now, he finds his 
strength, despite the pain of this, of everything, of Apollo’s expression 
falling, and loosens his grip. “No. I know what I want. You don't get to 
decide what's best for me. I Jove you, and it hurts me as much as it hurts you 
because you won’t accept it.” 


Apollo winces and steps towards him, eyes wet, but Percy steps back again. 
“Percy, listen—” 


“T've heard enough, Apollo,” he snaps, stopping him in his tracks. His 
words come out biting, but they slowly soften, as reality keeps sinking in. 
They can’t keep doing this. It’s one thing to not plan for the far future, 
another to live in a lie, in denial. “You're being a coward, and for the wrong 


reasons, too. I've given Olympus what I was willing to give, what I needed 
and was forced to give, and you'd be wrong to think that we, that us, is the 
same thing as that. You're not my reward. You're not a laurel crown. You're 
someone I don't want to lose but that I know I will someday. I'm aware of 
it. 


They stare at each other in silence. Apollo doesn't seem to be able to break 
it; he's staring at Percy as if he's everything he's ever wanted and Percy's 
heart feels like it just learned how to beat after a long time, and it's suffering 
from muscle pain from disuse. 


“What are we, you and me, then, if we can’t be this honest?" Percy asks, in 
the end. But he already knows the answer is nothing. “What is this?” 


Apollo closes his eyes. He seems ashamed, either of Percy, of himself, or 
both. “Everything we want and shouldn't have.” 


The sting of rejection is hard to swallow and harder to hide, but Percy finds 
his voice. “The only one that thinks that is you, Apollo. You’re allowed to 
love me. You’re allowed to want this. And I can’t change your mind, but I 
love you. I love you like you deserve to be loved— and it’s on you to accept 
that. Not on me. I already did. I know it’s hard for you, I know it, and that’s 
why I’m doing this, because I refuse to keep letting you hurt yourself by 
thinking that I could never truly want you. Because that is an ugly lie. And 
it’s better to live with the truth.” 


They stand in silence, and Percy realizes he’s crying, but he doesn’t care. 
Apollo’s stunned into silence, head low, still shocked, and Percy knows this 
hurts because his heart feels like it’s been through ten rounds in a boxing 
ring right now, but Apollo needs to hear it. Apollo needs to hear it... and he 
needs time to process it. 


So Percy turns around and walks into his bedroom, closing the door behind 
him as softly as he can. He leans against it, and stares at his ceiling. Closes 
his eyes, and hopes for a knock. 


It never comes. 
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Apollo doesn’t show up the next day. Or the one after that, or the one 
following, and it is on that third day that Percy bends and goes to Annabeth, 
almost unwillingly falling into that old pattern of her being the first person 
that pops into his head, even though things aren’t like that anymore. Still, 
friendship goes a long way, when you’ve been through hell and back. 


She’s been busy making the most of her time with Piper before she leaves 
California, so Percy hasn’t seen much of them, but when he knocks on their 
door at three a.m., hands balled into fists and eye bags forming on his skin 
because he’s already started to lose sleep, all of it slips his mind. He doesn’t 
know what he’s achieving with this, but it makes him feel less useless than 
sitting alone in the dark, waiting for Apollo to come back like nothing 
happened, like nothing changed. 


When she opens the door, Annabeth just takes one look at him, and her 
confused, half-sleep expression snaps into recognition, eyes softening. “Oh, 
gods, Percy.” 


“Sorry about the time,” he says, pressing his lips together, looking down at 
her slippers, still standing outside and not moving. “I just... I’m not doing 
so well.” 


“Come inside,” Annabeth steps aside, reaches for his wrist— drops her 
hand when Percy avoids it as he goes inside, because he’ll never be able to 
be physical with her again, not really, and not right now, when his mind is 
scrambled and his heart is aching. “Sorry— do you need anything? I have 
some leftover hot chocolate, and Piper made cookies.” 


“Tt’s fine. Just wanted some company,” Percy shakes his head, but he 
freezes when he sees her couch, remembering the way Apollo had held him, 
how they had laid there together. He sighs, and whatever’s left of his soul 
might as well have left with it. “He left.” 


Annabeth tries to keep her expression neutral, but her lips twitch 
downwards. “As in...?” 


The way gods do? Seems to be the right way to end that question, but 
Annabeth doesn’t dare to, perhaps because he must look more upset than he 
thinks. Still, he shrugs. 


“Not really,” Percy approaches her couch again, slowly, and sits down 
carefully, intertwining his fingers, blinking down at the floor. “I just— I 
knew he would leave when I told him I love him. I’ve known for a little 
while, I guess. But it still feels...” 


“Awful,” Annabeth finishes, and then just stands there, hands at her side 
pressed into fists, tense. She’s never been great at this part, at comforting 
him when he doesn’t feel capable of self-soothing, and her mental struggle 
is real, but she still tries. “I’m so sorry, Percy. Do you want to talk about it? 
I... I can call your mom?” 


Percy snorts. “No, it’s— I’m just processing. Thinking about things. 
Hoping he’s doing the same, honestly, but I’m just... I’m a little scared.” 


“That he won’t return?” Annabeth asks, but she doesn't need to. It’s fairly 
obvious. His silence speaks louder than he could. “Gods, Percy, that’s— 
I’m sorry. He seemed... he seemed so serious about you...” 


“He is,” Percy lets out a deep breath, closing his eyes. “He is, and that’s 
what made him leave. It’s... well, by this point I’m surprised you haven’t 
told me I told you so, to be honest.” 


“T’m not that petty,’ Annabeth says, then huffs out a breath when Percy 
raises his eyebrows at her. “Not anymore, at least. Besides, Percy, I just 
want you to be happy. He makes you happy.” 


“And that happiness has a price,” Percy brings up his knees, leaning his 
chin on top of them, wrapping his hands around his ankles. One of them 
brushes against Apollo’s gift, and his lips tremble as he presses his fingers 
against it. “I knew he was scared. But I can’t regret letting him know.” 


Annabeth steps towards him, slowly, and goes as far as to sit down beside 
him, her features pulled into a frown. “What is he so afraid of?” 


“Love,” Percy shrugs, and Annabeth winces. “Himself. I... I can’t blame 
him, you know? The things he’s been through, I would also think I was 
cursed to make everything worse instead of better.” 


“He’s being...” Annabeth trails off, watching her words. It’s a new skill she 
gained after they broke up, and he’s glad for it. “I get it. But he’s leaving 
you hanging.” 


“We both need a little time,” Percy bites the inside of his cheek, glances 
down at his feet, then reaches out with a finger to scratch at the nail polish 
on his toes. Feeling like helplessness is crawling in his chest, Percy sighs. “I 
don’t know what I’m doing here, Annabeth.” 


She hesitates. “You want something I can’t give you. Something I’ve never 
been able to do.” 


Percy doesn’t say anything, even though he’d usually deny it. He would try 
to make her feel less guilty about the way they ended up, ignoring details 
and facts about their time together because the past is the past, right? But he 
doesn’t do that now. Being with Apollo, knowing what real love can feel 
like, and reexamining his relationship with Annabeth thanks to Asclepius’ 
gentle, effective probing... it’s given him perspective. He has no reason to 
fix past events to make her look better. 


“T’ll wake up Piper,” Annabeth says, in the end, when it’s clear that they’ ll 
get nowhere by themselves. She stands and looks back at him, her 
expression worried, her lips pressed into a thin line. She sighs, closes her 
eyes briefly, and then offers him a tiny smile. “But I’m still here for you, 
okay? And I hope... gods, Percy, I hope he comes back.” 


He musters up an equally small grin, but it feels forced on his lips. “Me too, 
Annabeth.” 


Piper makes it simple. She sits next to him, tentative hand around his wrist, 
and turns on the TV. With her thumb, she rubs his skin, and slowly, slowly, 
after Annabeth's fallen asleep at the other end of the couch since Piper 
knows how to be a good barrier, Percy unfolds, shoulders dropping, leaning 
back against the backrest. 


“T love him,” he says, quiet, barely audible over the TV. Piper hums. “It's... 
Gods, Piper, he's so awful. He's a nerd. He's so dramatic and overly sappy 
and he spends all day either singing or playing an instrument and he's 
gorgeous and I just... he can't see why I would want that.” 


“You think the same about yourself sometimes, don't you?” Piper asks, 
hitting where it hurts. “It's okay, Percy. I think we all do that sometimes, 
you know? I... I've always been a mess. And I can't possibly relate to what 
you're going through, right now, but I know one thing. He loves you. Just 
the way you love him. I know what it's like to watch... watch someone you 
love die. Jason wasn't my soulmate. I don't think our relationship was ever 
real, but he still tried for me and I never deserved it. Perhaps... perhaps 
Apollo feels a little bit like that. He's thinking, who am I to date Percy 
Jackson, the way I woke up one day and said who am I to pretend I’m in 
love with Jason Grace?” 


Percy's breath catches, and he swallows a knot. “Jason did love you, Piper.” 


“Maybe,” Piper laughs, a short, brief sound, coated with pain. “I'd like to 
think he liked me at least a little underneath the fakeness of us. But me and 
Jason... we were not the same as you and Apollo. You two love each other, 
for real, so hard I'm sure mom is ecstatic. And that's why it hurts worse, 
Percy.” 


“Nothing hurts more than the truth,” Percy agrees, replaying his 
conversation with Apollo for the billionth time. He closes his eyes, pressing 
his forehead against his knees. “And yet you can't live without it.” 


Piper sighs. “Gods know I tried. But I have faith in you, Percy. In both of 
you. Apollo might be... frustrating and complicated and maybe a little bit 
annoying sometimes, in a good way, but that heart... sometimes I can't 
believe it's real. A god with a heart. It sounds fake.” 


“You sound like me,” Percy snorts, and a thought slips into his mind. He 
opens his eyes and tilts his head to the side to look at her, meeting her gaze. 
“Do you remember how I said we could be related and it wouldn't be a 
Surprise?” 


“Oh, gods,” Piper groans, with genuine dread, and Percy laughs, breathless 
and brief. “No way. Seriously?” 


“I'm probably too far away from the source for it to count. And on the 
Roman side,” Percy rolls his eyes, and Piper shakes her head in disbelief. 
“Yay, us?” 


“That's just great,” Piper huffs out a breath, still processing. “This surely 
means I get to bully you, right? I'm a senior on your family tree now—” 


“I knew you would say that,” Percy rolls his eyes, and Piper smiles at him, 
cheeky. Her eyes shift from grey to blue, in the light of the TV, and he's 
struck by a memory of his mom, how her eyes would do the same. Seems 
he really can’t deny it. “You're better than a sheep skin, I guess, as far as 
relatives go.” 


“But not the horses?” Piper inquires, laughing when Percy shrugs. “Fair 
enough, dude— but I mean it. Apollo... he'll come back. He needs time. 
Maybe, the more he misses you, the more he'll be able to see from a 
distance, the easier it'll be for him to process. Just a thought.” 


Percy closes his eyes, sighing. His heart hurts. “Gods. I hope you're right.” 


As much as Percy wishes time would pause so he could take a few more 
quiet moments to bathe in his hurt, life doesn’t work like that. He focuses 
on his classes and figuring out his calendar, knowing he only has around 
two months before he has to start sending med-school applications in New 
York. This includes, of course, exam taking, interviews, essays, and all sorts 


of things that he would rather not have to deal with, but would also 
probably cut his arm off for instead of missing the chance. The fact that his 
academic record pre-college is a mess and no one is likely to take him as he 
is is a source of background stress that he mostly tries to ignore. 


It’s not an easy thing to... just keep moving. But he knows Apollo wouldn’t 
want his education or his work or the swimming team to suffer for him, 
wouldn’t want Percy to throw anything away for him, so he does his best. 
He finds himself sticking as closely as possible to Piper and Annabeth, but 
then Piper’s time in California comes to an end, and it genuinely hurts him 
to have to say goodbye to her. He was starting to get used to the vegan 
meals, as absurd as that sounds. 


“Tt’ll be fine,” she reassures him, throwing him a wink. Then, like her own 
kind of foreboding prophecy, she says: “Don't let mom spook you.” 


Percy gets spooked anyways. 


While at the university's library, looking through some books and sitting at 
a table in a comer by himself, earphones in his ears, the chair across from 
him moves. A woman sits down, and Percy tenses without looking up, 
pretending the music drowned out the sound of her sitting while looking at 
his book, wondering what the best way to leave would be without appearing 
like a loner with no social skills. 


Then she clears her throat. “Is this how you say hello to a lady, Percy 
Jackson? Feigning ignorance? Thank the gods you’re pretty.” 


Percy glances at her and chokes. Her hair is golden, the perfect shade 
Apollo's blond locks take on when the sun hits it just right, and just as curly, 
done up in a low ponytail, a few rebellious strands clinging to the sides of 
her face, framing it. Her eyes are the bluest he's ever seen—except they're 
not, because there's not a drop of Apollo's humanity in them, and neither the 
golden tan or the freckles over her nose or the perfect cut of her jaw, strong 
and naturally confident, can make up for that glaring mistake. 


“Lady...” Percy hesitates, and she raises her eyebrows exactly the same 
way Apollo does, the left higher than the right because he favors that side, 


the curve of them just as sharp. Her smile widens as Percy's heart stutters in 
pain, and considering the lack of giggling, he makes his choice. “Lady 
Venus. This is... unexpected.” 


“Tt really isn't,” Venus leans in with a conspiratorial mock-whisper, grinning 
with an apparent giddiness that makes him glad her smile isn't as bright as 
Apollo's—and she isn't wearing the right color of lip gloss, either. “You've 
known I would come since you left that offering to me.” 


Percy's eye twitches. “Not really, to be honest. Is expecting to be haunted 
by the idea of love the same thing as you... pestering me?” 


“Aw, Percy,” Venus flutters her eyelashes, which aren't as long as Apollo's. 
“T thought you'd be happier with me. I threw him your way, didn't I?” 


He grits his teeth. “Did you stop to think about him before you did that?” 


Venus shrugs, pouting her lips. “I've known what he needed for centuries: a 
little honesty, a little shock. The right one was never born, until you. A little 
miracle, right from my blood. It brings things full circle, don't you think?” 


“That's rich,” Percy snaps, and Venus narrows her eyes, smile dropping. He 
takes a deep breath, trying to calm down. Wouldn't do to get angry enough 
to say or do something stupid, or he and Apollo might actually get hurt. 
“What I mean is, half the reason Apollo's having a hard time right now is 
because your son decided making him fall in love with someone was easier 
than just standing up for himself and letting it go.” 


“Hm,” Venus hums, lips twitching. “Apollo wasn't so kind back then, and 
we gods liked extremism. Besides, did it not make for a lovely story, just 
like Hyacinthus?” 


“People aren't stories, Lady Venus,” Percy says, trying not to fume too 
visibly. “They aren't for your entertainment.” 


“Apollo's not a person, dear,” Venus smiles at him, cruel and sweet. Percy 
clenches his jaw. “His heart, however... oh, how I envy it. So full of 
unconditional love. He’ll fall even when looking twice. Love in its purest 


form. He can be great, can't he? Just a few little fears holding him back. 
And the sex is amazing, isn't it? He's always been talented.” 


Percy resists the urge to jump out of the fucking window, staring at her as 
he simmers in his anger for a moment. He lets out a long, long calming 
breath. “What are you here for, Lady Venus?” 


She has the nerve to shrug. “Just checking up on you, Percy. Am I not 
allowed to do that?” 


“How many generations away from my demigod ancestor am I?” Percy 
asks, leg jiggling under the table. He'd like to leave. “It must be enough 
considering I didn’t hear about it before.” 


“Ten,” Venus replies, easily enough. “It's close enough. I assure you, Percy, 
if your father hadn't decided to get his hands where they weren't needed, 
you'd look even more like me. Although, I suppose that he does have his 
charms. You're quite the beauty.” 


Percy knows that when the goddess of beauty tells you you're pretty you're 
supposed to deny it and compliment her instead. But he has no interest in 
doing that. 


“Thanks,” he deadpans. Venus seems delighted by this result, eyes 
twinkling. “Ten generations is like, ten too many to be checking up on... 
your several times over grandkid. What do you really want?” 


Venus taps her nails against the table, considering the question. “I wanted to 
see, Perseus.” 


“See what?” Percy sighs, tired of this conversation. It's the same for every 
god. Just half-answers. Well... the same for every god, but Apollo. “What 
did you need to see?” 


“The strength of your love,” Venus smiles, something hungry in her eyes. 
“The pain he's causing you.” 


Percy barely holds back a flinch. “Why would you want to see that?” 


“Don’t you know, Percy?” Venus sighs, leaning her elbows on the table. It’s 
dreamy, enchanting, and charming. It lacks warmth. And yet, this is turning 
out to be one of the most honest, straightforward conversations he’s ever 
had with a god, barring Apollo. “There’s nothing more real about love than 
pain, Perseus. It makes every single other emotion worthwhile. There isn’t 
happiness without pain and there isn’t love without it either. It’s simply... 
exquisite. Especially the way you mortals do it.” 


“Ah,” Percy lets out, resisting the urge to roll his eyes. What a shitty 
realization to have. “This is why you like Ares— Mars. Whatever. Same 
bullshit.” 


“This is why I love him,” Venus corrects, giggling, chin on her palm like 
she’s some lovesick schoolgirl and not a sadistic woman that enjoys 
watching others suffer just to get through every day. And even then... “You 
don’t disagree.” 


“I’ve known pain,” Percy shrugs, avoiding her eyes. “I know misery. Can’t 
say I’m surprised.” 


“But you’re disillusioned,” she points out, raising an eyebrow at him. 
“After all, you’re mortal. These concepts are hard to accept for you. 
Apollo... breaks the norm, in regards to that. He never puts it behind him.” 


“He’s not like all of you,” he takes a deep breath, meeting her gaze. Her 
eyes are so blue, and they’re so off. It irks him, this illusion. This game. But 
he knows there’s nothing else he could expect. “You’re disillusioned too— 
and jealous, aren’t you? He’s able to feel the way you’ll never feel about 
your husband, about your lover, about the parents of your children.” 


Venus’ expression falls again, and a thought creeps into Percy’s mind: she’s 
a primordial. She’s older than the Olympians. She was already old when his 
father was born. She could snap her fingers and Percy would cease to exist; 
he can see it in her eyes, the bloodlust that drives her to Ares, as easily as 
she can see her longing for something she will never have. Yet he knows 
death would be too kind a punishment, when it comes to Aphrodite or 
Venus. 


And, in a way, he’s her blood. Her expression clears, even if she’s now 
more cautious. “Why, Perseus. I underestimated you, I’m afraid. Turns out 
Apollo wasn’t kidding when he said you would have stolen the Senate out 
from under the noses of those old geezers if you’ve ever laid claim to your 
praetorship.” 


“T’m not that kind of leader,” Percy tells her, and Venus’ smile widens. 
” What?” 


“You’re a peacemaker,” she agrees. Percy resists the urge to puke. Her 
perfume is starting to grate on his nerves. “Your father isn't known for that. 
He's all that hard, tricky, unconventional strategy in your head. Perhaps 
there’s a little more of me in you than you think.” 


“No, thanks,” Percy rolls his eyes, and somehow, it doesn’t get him cursed. 
“Are you done with me?” 


“Hm, perhaps. It’ll be fun seeing you address Lord Jupiter like this, 
Perseus,” Venus’ eyes twinkle with something he doesn’t know, and then 
she stands. Percy tries not to look visibly relieved, as she tilts her head at 
him. “About Apollo—” 


“T don’t need your information,” Percy breaks in, pressing his lips together. 
Venus pouts. “Or your reassurance. We’! figure it out.” 


Venus hums, pleased with herself. Percy doubts there is a day when she 
isn’t. “Well, then. Keep that optimism, Percy. One of you has to, between 
the two of you.” 


Then she turns and leaves, walking around a bookshelf and never coming 
back out the other side, yet the room seems to grow darker, quieter, without 
her in it. Fuck. Percy lets out a deep sigh, hardly believing what just went 
down, and buries his face in his hands, slowly counting to fifty. 


He wonders how Apollo’s doing. 


Artemis kicks him awake. “Sun needs to go out in two hours, boy scout.” 


Apollo groans into his pillow, miserable and long-winded and as dramatic 
as he’s ever been, tightening the blankets around himself and hiding his face 
undermeath them. Artemis, seeing this, deems it appropriate to kick him 
again, a little harder. 


“Apollo,” she says, her tone close to deadly. “It’s been a week and three 
days, with one hour and twenty minutes and counting. You’ve done enough 
sobbing, and my tent is starting to feel small. Get up.” 


“Just leave me here,” Apollo whines back, and Artemis makes a sound like 
she wants to throw him off a cliff. She’s done it before, so he would know. 
“T should’ve stayed mortal, sister. Died to Nero. Died to Caligula, instead of 
Jason Grace. Let Commodus choke me and Python eat me—” 


Artemis rips the blankets from him, blinding him with the fire torches lit 
inside her tent. He blinks and her face comes into focus as she stands above 
him in his line of sight, arms crossed, furious to the point where he can see 
the strain on her jaw from her clenched teeth. 


“Don’t you dare,” she says, the words rough since she barely opens her 
mouth. “Don’t you dare, Phoebus Apollon. So help me, I will make you 
regret saying that if I ever find out you mean it, you fool. I’m your sister. 
I’m your twin. And I’m not the only one who would despair if you faded on 
us, or have you forgotten the whole reason you’ve spent the whole week 
interfering with my hunt?” 


Guilt crawls up his chest, to his throat. “I... Artemis, I’m sorry. I just... I 
don’t know.” 


“Of course you don’t,” Artemis rolls her eyes, but she relaxes, just a little. 
“You never do, Apollo. How many times will we go through this?” 


“Don’t say I told you so,” Apollo whines, and his sister huffs out a breath, 
tapping her boot against the floor. “Don’t say it. This isn’t like the other 
times.” 


“Tt’s not,” Artemis agrees, though she doesn’t seem that pleased about it. 
“No one’s dead yet, after all. And Percy Jackson loves you enough to tell 


you the truth. You’re the jackass, brother. Your hesitation to achieve 
happiness, even temporary, astonishes me. Didn’t you tell me you wanted 
this?” 


“T wanted it before he told me he loved me,” Apollo swallows, sitting up 
and looking down at his hands. He closes his eyes. “I still do, it’s just... it 
changes things.” 


“What changes, Apollo?” Artemis probes, and Apollo hears her walking 
over, sitting down next to him, shifting the bed. “Be honest with me, what 
changes? What is it about Percy Jackson loving you that makes you so 
terrified?” 


“T don’t deserve him, Artemis,” Apollo hugs his knees to his chest, as she 
sighs in exasperation. “The things I could do to him—” 


“You would never, you moron,” Artemis knocks their shoulders together. 
“You would never. He would never. And it’s not on you to decide whether 
he should live life with you or without you.” 


“You don’t get it,’ he whispers, and Artemis doesn’t reply. He takes a 
breath in. “You love, sister, as strongly as I do, but not the way I do. 
Watching... watching them die, over and over. It’s devastating. You asked 
my son to bring your friend to life, and he did. Only our father got in the 
way. Fate denied me when I attempted to heal Hyacinthus, and to turn 
Daphne back. Do you know what it’s like to be denied by the most powerful 
cosmic force in existence right next to Chaos? Do you think— that I can 
just shrug it off? Three times is a pattern, sister, and I’m way past the 
number three.” 


“You’re trying to tell me you’re fated to tragedy,” Artemis says, quietly. 
“Apollo, you know that isn’t how it works. You’re their coworker. I 
shouldn't have to tell you that. If you were cursed or fated, you couldn't 
look at anyone without them immediately dying.” 


“That’s a cheerful image,” Apollo lets out a painful laugh, breathless. 
Everything hurts, like his body is trying to sweat out his heartache. “I... I 
want to believe that, sister. But I just... how? How do I do that? He’s flesh 


and bone, I could name thousands of ways that he could end up ruined 
because of me.” 


“You’re thinking of things outside our reach,” he opens his eyes to see 
Artemis shake her head, staring at her hearth. “You might translate the 
future for us, Apollo, but not even you know for certain the things that will 
happen. Could you skip to the end? Yes, but that comes at a price. You 
wouldn’t get any straight answers, just more riddles. The future always does 
that. As well as the past.” 


“Uncertainty,” Apollo sighs, his voice shaking. “It’s... mortals live like this 
every day. I thought I knew what that felt like, Artemis. But fearing for my 
own life, for Meg’s life, for the future, it isn’t anything in comparison to 
this.” 


“Love is a terrible thing,” Artemis looks at him, lips pulled in a grim line. 
“So consuming. Blinding.” 


“Tt reveals our true self,” Apollo shivers, even though the tent is warm. “My 
true self is just a terrified coward, sister.” 


Artemis doesn’t say anything for a moment, staring at Apollo, her eyelids 
low, her expression coated with things he cannot properly grasp, since she’s 
always had the better poker face of the two. Then, she stands up with a deep 
sigh, one that threatens to put out the fire, and raises her chin. 


“You’re not like that at all, brother, as much as I’ve pestered you about 
those qualities,” she goes for her bow, her quiver, and looks at Apollo’s lyre 
over her makeshift table, his own bow thoughtlessly tossed on the floor, 
untouched since he arrived. She sighs again. “It’s time for the day to start, 
Apollo, and it can’t do so without you. Don’t deprive us of light. You... 
you’re the best of us. You always have been. Don’t forget that.” 


Somehow, that gives him the spirit to actually get out of bed— Artemis’ 
bed. He’s only ever allowed in it when emergencies happen and she rarely 
shares it with him, because they’ve long stopped being children, long 
stopped having their mother rest between them. But the point stands, he’s 
the only man allowed in it, regardless of whether she uses it or not, because 


gods don’t sleep, and they don’t dream. Apollo, as is par for his depressive 
episodes, breaks that rule for the most part: he sleeps, yet doesn’t dream. 


Most of the time, at least. There’s been exceptions. 


Thalia is already up and raises her eyebrows at him, blue eyes cold and 
stormy in the darkness of the quickly fading night. He’s already sent 
another Self to deal with that, but he needs to keep his feet on the ground. 


“Oh, wow,” she says, unimpressed, an edge of frustration to it that reminds 
him of his twin. She’s rubbed off on her. “Only a week and a couple days? I 
would’ve expected longer.” 


Apollo lowers his eyes, ashamed. “It should be longer. My sister is... 
insistent.” 


“IT know,” Thalia sighs, shaking her head. “You messed up.” 


“T messed up,” Apollo agrees, because that’s always been a fact. He always 
messes up. “I... this doesn’t mean I don’t...” 


“Love him,” Thalia finishes, since he can’t get it out, and actually leans 
back when he flinches. “Oh, wow, okay, that’s some trauma right there, I 
guess. I knew this would happen— mostly because Percy told me.” 


At his name, Apollo’s eyes snap to her own, and he meets a defiant gaze. 
“He... told you?” 


“Percy isn’t stupid,” Thalia scoffs, elbowing him. “He knew if he told you 
how he feels, you’d run away from it. Do you miss him yet?” 


“T do,” Apollo nods, choking up as a knot forms in his throat. He misses 
him, gods. Has since he left. He knew he’d do this? How should he even 
feel about that? “More than anything I’ve ever missed.” 


“Then go back,” Thalia says, making it sound so easy. Perhaps it would be, 
if it didn’t imply bringing his baggage with him. “He probably misses you 
too, you know. He’s overworking himself right now, I’d gather. Lacking 


breaks, pushing himself because he can’t afford to freeze up like you. I 
know him.” 


Apollo’s eyes tear up, and Thalia winces like she regrets not handling him 
with kids’ gloves, but he’s glad she doesn’t. “Do you think he’s getting 
help?” 


“Piper left California a couple days ago,” Thalia shrugs. “And you probably 
know enough about how ‘Beth is. Hazel and Frank are preparing to retire, 
so they’re busy. The rest of his support system is in New York— or sobbing 
in Lady Artemis’ tent. What do you think?” 


He didn’t think he could feel even more guilty, but he’s been proven wrong. 
He sniffles, trying to hold back his tears, but Thalia rolls her eyes, muttering 
for fuck’s sake, and pats his arm reassuringly. It breaks the dam, because 
Apollo’s always been so fast to let his pain spill over— he’s always had too 
much of it not to. 


“That’s— it’s alright, dude. You don’t have to cry,” Thalia tries to comfort 
him, rubbing his back, and Apollo sobs a little harder. “Gods, I know I’m 
giving you a hard time, but you need to hear this shit. You need to know 
what you left behind and, look, Apollo, I think it’s cool that you guys are 
taking a break or whatever it is that you’re doing in order to think about 
things. It’ll be fine. You have to believe that as well, dude.” 


“T’m trying,” Apollo snaps, furiously rubbing his eyes. “I’m trying, Thalia. 
I just— keep stumbling back. And I miss him, and I regret leaving but I also 
don’t, and the look on his face when I—” 


He chokes up, unable to continue, and sobs some more. Hunters are starting 
to walk around, waking up, and some of them are immune to this by now, 
others throw him disgusted looks, others seem to pity him. Britomartis, 
perhaps having enough awareness that she knows her games will not be 
appreciated now, doesn’t bother even looking his way. Artemis watches him 
from the top of a tree, instead of watching the sunrise like she always does. 


Don’t deprive us of light, she had said, but Apollo has no idea how not to. 


“Deep breaths, buddy,” Thalia says, once he’s done sobbing and has been 
reduced to sniffling again. “That’s cool. Let it out. You got a river in those 
tear ducts, don’t you?” 


“I’ve cried whole rivers before,” Apollo nods, and then turns to look at 
what Thalia was doing before he interrupts her. Ah, breakfast. Little 
sandwiches cut into triangles. His lip trembles. “Can I help you with this?” 


She hesitates, looks at him like she absolutely hates being a decent person, 
and sighs, gesturing at the food. “Go right ahead, buddy.” 


“Thank you,” Apollo sniffles again, and she winces, pulling a tissue from 
her pocket. It’s wrinkled, but he doesn’t mind. “You need to cut the cheese 
better, it doesn’t look symmetrical.” 


“Fuck, dude,” Thalia shakes her head. “Percy just had to fall in love with a 
nerd.” 


Apollo sighs. “At least I’m pretty.” 


Thalia snorts, and Apollo will take that little win. It’s probably the only one 
he’s gonna have for a while. 


Life is funny: Venus pestered him in a library, but Athena is the one that 
decides to be unpredictable and shows up at his place instead. It’s so ironic 
it hurts him. 


Backing up, he's getting home after a rather... emotional session with 
Asclepius. It started out awkward, then it got real, and all Percy wants to do 
on arrival to his place is lay back and sleep, but he has an essay to finish 
and his training schedule for the team to go over. Obligations win over 
whatever there's going on in his private life, as usual, because he doesn't 
want to sink under the weight of Berkeley feeling lonelier than ever. 


He's thinking about all of that, absent-mindedly making his way up his 
building's staircase, when he raises his eyes from the floor to see Athena at 
his door, waiting for him. He doesn't recognize her at first; she seems 


younger, but just as stern, in a business suit that makes her eyes look dark 
grey, her hair is done in an overly complicated braid. He only realizes who 
she is because of the way she glances over him. He would recognize that 
unimpressed almost-sneer and upturned nose anywhere. 


“Hi,” Percy says, because his brain is mush, then clears his throat. “Lady 
Athena. Haven't seen you in... years, probably.” 


Athena presses her lips together. “For better or for worse, Perseus Jackson, I 
thought it was time to end our comfortable, mutual silence, in order for us 
to have a little talk.” 


At least she's being direct, Percy sighs, shaking his head slightly. He pulls 
his keys out of his back pocket, gesturing at the door, and she moves away 
to give him space to open it. The silence is awkward and stilted, both of 
them aware of how much they don't like the other, yet knowing this isn't 
exactly a friendly visit. Still, Percy can't resist. 


“Listen, no offense,” he lets out as he steps inside, Athena giving a cursory 
glance around and seemingly being taken aback by the mess of books and 
work Percy has just left about... everywhere. He's usually a little more 
organized than this, but he can't bother caring about it. “But I've had a few 
too many godly visits in the last couple months. Are all of you bored up 
there, or what?” 


“T suppose we can all feel the winds of change,” Athena crosses her arms, 
watching Percy make a half-hearted effort to clear the couch and organize 
the mess over the coffee table, but Athena doesn't look like she wants to sit 
down. Well, works just fine by him. He's too tired to be standing around 
arguing with a goddess. He's glad to have the couch for himself. “You don't 
seem surprised by my visit.” 


“Apollo warned me,” Percy shrugs, and Athena tilts her head, just slightly, 
giving away that she's heard the news of their apparent... separation. He 
refuses to call it a break-up. “So did dad. Kind of. I didn't expect you and 
Venus to be within a couple days of each other, though.” 


Athena turns up her nose, raising her chin. She has the literal higher ground, 
considering she's standing and he's not, but Percy doesn't hesitate to meet 
her eyes from below, rising up to the challenge. 


“Seems like you're in high demand as of late, boy,” Athena says, and Percy 
hums. He wishes he wasn't—or, rather, that only one particular god was 
showing up uninvited. His chest aches. “I'm assuming you already know 
what my business with you is, then.” 


“Yep,” Percy pops the word, biting the inside of his chin. “This... demigod 
voice bullshit. It was your idea, right? It's kinda tone-deaf.” 


“You'd do well to hold a little more respect for me, Jackson. Choose your 
words carefully,” Athena glares at him, but it fails to be intimidating 
enough for him to back down. He was already on the vicious end of 
Annabeth's worst. This is a walk in the park, knowing Athena can't touch a 
hair on his head without Poseidon knocking on her door. “My daughter is 
not here to spare you some deserved scolding.” 


“T'm not five,” Percy resists the urge to roll his eyes, mostly because he 
doesn't think having Athena explode on him would be productive. “I'm also 
not fourteen or sixteen. I'm speaking to you as the very, very tired mortal, 
twice-over retired hero, former praetor who's going through some personal 
shit and trying to work out how to get into med-school with the record of a 
delinquent because of your inability to leave me the fuck alone. I just want 
this over with.” 


Athena's jaw tenses like she's gritting her teeth, but he can see the honesty 
gets through to her. It's a better result than usual. Still, she doesn’t show any 
empathy for his situation. Typical. “Why do you believe it's tone-deaf? It 
seems innovative to us. Allowing minor gods to have a voice is one thing, 
allowing demigods is another.” 


“Well, your first issue is that you came to me,” Percy does roll his eyes this 
time, to which Athena scowls. “I'm retired. And you promised to get things 
done. Demigods can't pull the weight for you this time. Do you think your 
dad would allow us to say anything without getting zapped?” 


“Accommodations would be made,” Athena pauses, raising her eyebrows. 
“They're more likely to work if it's you.” 


Percy snorts. “Of course. Because you want me to be the one taking the 
risk.” 


“Tt's not about the risk,” Athena retorts, voice clipped. Her eyes are far 
away, though, probably on all the planning she's done, that she'll do, to 
make her idea a reality. “It's about responsibility.” 


“Responsibility,” Percy repeats, eyebrow twitching in annoyance. “Did you 
not hear me when I said that was your job—?” 


“Watch your tone, Percy Jackson,” Athena interrupts, sounding perhaps 
appropriately angry. He doesn’t care. He’s not letting her pin this on him. 
“Just because your father vouches for you it doesn't mean you're free of all 
offense. Especially towards me.” 


“True,” Percy concedes, shrugging. Athena blinks at him; he feels like she's 
expecting more heat from him, but he truly doesn't have it in him. “Right. 
Sorry, I guess, but not really—the intention counts. It's just... are you all 
that bad at getting things done that you want to throw some demigods in 
front of Zeus to see what sticks? You just have to claim your kids. Maybe 
talk to them a little. Send them a drugstore birthday card, or, hell, a check. 
Do you really need all this... procedure?” 


“There's a way to do things in Olympus, Perseus. If rules aren't set, then 
things get out of control. Gods need a leash of some kind, and that is part of 
the issue. Gods don't enjoy leashes.” Athena pauses, curling her lips. “My 
father is another factor. Changing his mind is an arduous process. The old 
rules allowed things to be quiet, so he could... occupy himself, I suppose.” 


“Which led to Jason and Thalia,” Percy points out, and Athena seems fed- 
up with this, but too willing to stay and listen. Seems her other plans 
haven’t panned out. So much for Athena always having one. “You go in 
circles. And whatever rules you make, someone will break them. Because 
you're gods. Did you even stop to think of that?” 


Athena doesn't say anything, but Percy sees indignation underneath her 
poker face. She's nowhere near as intimidating as Aphrodite or Venus. No, 
Athena is only dangerous because she can be unhinged and irrational— 
which is a thing for all gods, but her pride turns it up tenfold. 


“This is what I'm here for, Perseus Jackson,” Athena says, looking like the 
words hurt to say. Percy raises his eyebrows. “We're lacking an unbiased, 
shorter-term perspective. Apollo does his best, but as different as he is from 
us, he knows the system too well from our perspective. He also suggested 
that rules and limitations didn't really matter, that they should be ignored. 
But we don't know where the line is.” 


Holy shit, Percy thinks, did she just kinda say she's been wrong about her 
way to handle my wish? It's a highly possible conclusion. With the wars, the 
gods splitting, and then the breakouts through the Doors of Death, it's been 
a packed few years. And Athena isn't a free spirit; she is absolute. Static. 
Nothing like Apollo. She'd be blind to details, biased to certain outcomes. 
Of course she wouldn't figure out what to do with what he handed to the 
gods: freedom. The mortal brand of it. 


“Okay,” Percy says, but before Athena can get too excited, he continues. 
“You know the issue. Get someone else. Not me.” 


Athena's eyes flare, their color going lighter. “You don't think that your 
word would hold more weight? Have you not considered your impact, to 
leave us alone to make rules for people that we can't understand? For 
mortals?” 


Percy narrows his eyes and stands, mirroring her by crossing his arms and 
staring down at her. “I owe you nothing. The only thing I've never done for 
you is dying—and it's always been a close call anyways. I gave you my 
wish, it's on you to comprehend it and adapt to it. Not on me.” 


“You're the only one they'll listen to,” Athena presses her lips together, 
frowning at him, jaw so tight that Percy doesn't doubt it hurts. “It's a grim 
reality. You're the best of them, and both Apollo and I wish to see this done 
before your time to go to Elysium comes.” 


“You want this done because you don’t want to fail,” Percy retorts back, 
and Athena stiffens like a cat. If Annabeth hears about this, he’ll have to 
apologize— or not, actually. He doesn’t owe her anything, either. Not 
anymore. “Apollo wants it done because he likes being a father. He always 
has. And so do many of the other gods in their own ways. You’re the one 
that gives out kids to people you don’t even date, and then send them on 
deadly quests for your own sake—” 


Percy stops, taking a deep breath. Athena seems furious; her face is red and 
her chest is rising and falling fast, beyond offended, beyond indignation. 
She could kill him right now, or curse him, or do anything, really, and could 
probably get away with some of it— but she won’t. He’s too valuable to 
her. He can see her come to that same realization and get even angrier, but 
there’s nothing she can do. Long-term, short-term, it’s better for Percy 
Jackson to be alive. 


How the tables have turned, huh. He’s certainly not twelve anymore. 


“Sorry,” he snaps out, mostly for the sake of saying it. Athena doesn’t relax. 
“That was off topic. I still don’t want to do it.” 


“It’s for the greater good,” Athena says, with a tone that implies she 
believes those are magic words that will get him to do what she wants. 
Percy raises his eyebrows, and that seems to stump her. “You need to see 
the long-term benefit, Perseus. Allowing you and a small delegation to go 
over our plans and point out what’s possible and what isn’t, and how much 
time it has to be done for, for it to be valuable, is the best choice to make 
the council feel pressured.” 


“Tf you want a delegation anyways you really don’t need me,” Percy shakes 
his head, and Athena looks like she’s refraining from stomping her foot on 
the ground. “Is this why you don’t like me? Because you think that I... owe 
all of you something? That I have to be involved all the time?” 


“Among other reasons,” Athena grumbles. Percy rolls his eyes. Then, she 
takes a deep breath, squares her shoulders, and properly meets his eyes. “I 
have a proposal—” 


“Oh, wow, not a word I’ve said made a difference—” 


“Just listen, Perseus. In no way will I be taking away your ability to choose. 
I discussed this at length with your father.” The mention of Poseidon makes 
Percy want to tear his hair out, but somehow, he resists. Fine. He’ ll fucking 
listen. “You give a meeting a try. Just one. Nothing official. You go over our 
ideas, say what you think of them, explain to the other gods and, especially, 
to my father, why you believe things should be done a certain way. No 
compromise.” 


Percy rubs his eyes, trying to fight off a headache. “And why the fuck 
would I do that?” 


Athena’s eyes gleam. “We’|l compensate you, of course.” 


“What?” Percy snaps, looking at her, and Athena raises her eyebrows. “You 
think money is going to change my mind?” 


“Not with money,” Athena shakes her head. She’s starting to look smug, 
and Percy hates it. “I heard you could use a recommendation letter or two, 
to universities in New York. Am I wrong?” 


Percy grits his teeth. “How did you— wait. Have you been watching me? I 
asked my teachers about it yesterday.” 


“Perhaps,” Athena shrugs, intertwining her fingers together in front of her. 
“Tt’s an offer, Percy Jackson. As simple as that. You can try, just once, and 
then decide whether you think it’s necessary for you to intervene, after 
seeing how things go down in a meeting. Besides— you can’t tell me you 
aren’t curious, or concerned. This is the future of all demigods we’re talking 
about, after all. Can you deny it?” 


He feels like he’s being blackmailed. He would like to say no thanks again, 
but Athena knows his character enough to hit where it hurts. Of course he’s 
curious. Of course he’s concerned. Of course he’d like a fucking 
recommendation letter because otherwise he’s terrified of whether or not 
they’ ll even look at his admission exams, and he knows gods can pull off 


some crazy shit. Besides, a meeting... it implies all gods will be present. It 
implies Apollo. 


Fuck. He doesn’t even know if this is selfish or not. The idea of standing 
before his father, Apollo, Zeus, and Aphrodite, not to mention Athena 
herself, all at once is... something out of his worst nightmares, honestly. He 
doesn’t know how much time he’s spent looking over his shoulder, certain 
that gods were going to mess with his life again at some point. And here 
they are. 


Thalia, Grover and Rachel had a point: it sucks when he’s right. 


“Fine,” Percy snaps, letting the word out with all the stress he’s harboring 
inside. Athena’s lips twitch up in triumph, but Percy keeps going before she 
can be too smug. “But this’ll be under my terms, got it? Otherwise, fuck all 
of you.” 


Athena’s face twitches. “Watch your language—” 


“You want me,” Percy points out, which shuts her mouth really fast. “I grew 
up poor in Manhattan. Get used to my language. You might want to jot 
things down, and first thing on the list is this: Percy can say whatever the 
fuck he wants, and he won’t be punished, cursed, killed, maimed, or harmed 
in any way because of it. Got it?” 


“This is ridiculous—” Athena tries to protest, but he’s already turning to go 
into the kitchen. “What do you think you’re doing?” 


“Coffee,” Percy calls back, and takes the pill bottle out of his pockets. 
Antidepressants, his worst enemy. He’s set to start treatment tomorrow. 
Ugh. Everything is just... piling up. He needs to get this shit with Athena 
done as soon as possible. Fuck. His essay. “Hey, can you help me with an 
essay?” 


“T’m not your tutor or your babysitter, Percy Jackson!” Athena says from 
the living room, and he snickers. “You should be thankful you’re too 
valuable for me to have your head!” 


“Yeah, whatever,” Percy rolls his eyes. “How do you drink your coffee?” 
Silence, for a moment. Then, quieter than before: “Black, with two sugars.” 


Fuck, it’s gonna be a long night. 


35. Chapter 35 


Notes for the Chapter: 
get tissues. 
i'm not sorry. 
:D 


Athena calls a special meeting instead of just waiting for the solstice, 
because of course she does. Percy should’ve expected it, honestly; he dated 
Annabeth. He knows how overkill she can be. And considering how nice 
her stepmother is and how scatterbrained her dad is, she only got that trait, 
like most, from Athena. 


Percy makes it a point to turn up at the last second. It’s going down in the 
Senate building, since Athena decided they needed a middle ground 
between, well, Olympus and Percy’s living room. This of course means that 
Frank and Hazel are attending, and Will and Nico show up as guests— Nico 
mostly in representation of his dad, apparently, along with Hazel. It’s a lot. 
Athena said some gods would be in their Roman aspect, others in their 
Greek aspect, but it shouldn’t matter since there’s no civil war going on 
anymore. 


Yeah, he’s had a headache out of principle ever since she told him all this. 


“Percy,” Frank says, when he steps beside him while they wait outside the 
room Athena picked. He’s in full uniform, and so are Hazel and Nico. Percy 
and Will exchange a look; they seem to both agree that they didn’t know a 
formal dress code would be a thing. “Where have you been? We’ ve only got 
like five minutes before they turn up.” 


“T was medicating myself.” Percy deadpans, and everyone stares at him. 
Percy sighs. “Antidepressants, guys— I can make jokes, you know?” 


“Dude,” Nico shakes his head, looking him up and down. He looks a little 
taller in his ambassador robes, probably because of the lack of a noticeable 
waistline. “You’re not doing okay, are you? What’s up?” 


“T got broken up with. Ish. Not really. We’ll figure it out.” Nico and Will 
raise their eyebrows, and Percy winces as he catches a slight note of panic 
in Will’s gaze. “Let’s not talk about it right now?” 


“Oh, this is gonna be awful, isn’t it?” Will says, staring at the closed doors 
of the room. “Fuck. I should’ve said no.” 


“We all should’ve said no,” Hazel mumbles, visibly sweating. Yeah, praetor 
clothes are nice and all until it stops being winter. She, unironically, pulls 
out a fan and starts waving air at her face. Percy stands a little closer to her 
to get a little of it. “Uh, is it possible to reschedule—?” 


“T could fake a monster attack. Call the alarm,” Frank suggests, and 
everyone stares at him. He shrugs, affronted. “It’s a suggestion!” 


“Did Athena blackmail all of you too?” Percy asks, and no one meets his 
eyes. “Oh, come on, not one of us said no?” 


“We all said we’d do it if you did it,” Nico grimaces. Percy rubs his eyes in 
frustration. “To be honest, we didn’t think you would. It seemed like a 
foolproof plan at the time.” 


“Someone shoot me,” Percy groans. “Like, right now, please?” 


Nico opens and closes his mouth, apparently changing his mind about what 
he was going to say. Percy would bet a whole arm and his sword that it was 
a joke about Apollo shooting him, which would’ve been a very quick way 
of making Percy lose it. Before he can come up with a plan that will kill 
them all instantly, however, the door to the room opens, almost making 
Frank, who was leaning against it, fall backwards. 


Poseidon smiles at him, Hawaiian shirt and khakis on. “Meeting’s starting, 


+) 


son. 


“Right,” Percy says, looking around at his friends. “If any of you make a 
run for it I’m right behind you.” 


“Funny,” Will provides. “That’s what I was gonna say.” 


“Tt’ll be fine, kids,” Poseidon says, trying to be as friendly and inoffensive 
as possible. It doesn’t make Percy want to run away any less. Poseidon 
scratches his beard as he looks at Hazel and Frank. “In any case, now that 
we’re here, about that Neptune temple—” 


“Let’s go in!” Frank breaks in, going pink, none-too-subtly pushing Nico 
into the room to avoid the situation. “Oh, gods, I’m so sorry for 
interrupting, Lord Neptune— Poseidon? Uh, I—” 


Poseidon steps aside and pats Frank on the back, leading him into the room 
after Nico and Will. Percy makes sure to stay at the back of their little 
group. “No worries, pal, you’re family.” 


Frank turns and looks at Percy with a face that screams holy shit that’s right 
I forgot! Percy seriously wonders what he did to deserve this, other than 
being born, but alas, it’s the same question that he’ll probably do half his 
college essays on, since it has no concrete answer. He can’t wait to explain 
to every med school in New York why he was temporarily labelled as a 
terrorist at twelve, and all the subsequent attempts at abduction after that. 


Percy darts his eyes around the room after they enter while keeping his head 
low, taking stock. Jupiter and Juno sit in full Roman regalia on the praetor 
thrones, professionally ignoring each other. He spies Mars having what 
looks like a very awkward conversation with Hephaestus, and Demeter 
seems to be weaving a new basket. Athena stands in the center of the room, 
speaking in hushed tones with Artemis— or Diana, actually, since she 
doesn’t look quite right to him, and Apollo. 


His heart does a pitiful little whine in his chest and Percy forces it to quiet 
down as he removes his eyes from his person before Apollo notices his 
presence, trying to stay focused. It’s fine. This is work. It doesn’t matter 
that he looks as gorgeous as ever. It doesn’t matter that he’s wearing a 
lovely toga and gold laurels, or that he caught a glimpse of tired, bloodshot 


blue eyes to match his own. It’s fine. It’s cool. He just needs to get through 
this and then maybe he can talk to him in private, if he doesn’t run away— 

“Percy, honey!” Aphrodite’s shrill voice cuts through every conversation in 
the room with all the subtlety of an executioner’s axe, turning every head in 
her direction. She waves at him, from where she’s perching on Hermes’ 
chair. Dude is rubbing his ear as if her call physically hurt him, while she 
beckons him with her fingers. When he doesn’t immediately heel, she 
pouts. “Aw, come on, I want to know how my favorite grandson is doing!” 


Poseidon chokes. “Your what—? He’s barely your great-grandson! Not 
even that!” 


“It’s close enough!” Aphrodite giggles. Everyone seems to be staring at him 
and this is it, really. This is the number one spot on his list of worst things 
that have ever happened to him. Tartarus, former number one, pales in 
comparison to this horror. “Come on, Perseus, don’t you agree? Your father 
is just being picky.” 


“Venus, keep it down,” Poseidon protests, but his eyes dart towards Percy 
like he’s unsure. “You don’t agree, right, son?” 


“What is happening,” Will blurts out next to him, looking like he’s having a 
nightmare. “Percy, what the fuck?” 


“T feel a little faint,” Frank mumbles. “Did we enter the right room?” 


“Unfortunately,” Nico nods, arms crossed. Then, he snaps his fingers in 
front of his eyes, scaring Percy out of his internal screaming. “Dude, your 
dad is gonna fight Venus. Aphrodite. Both.” 


“Let them fight,” Percy mumbles, feeling the frown over his features 
forming, almost unwillingly. “It might make Athena reschedule—” 


“Can everyone take your seats?” Athena calls, turning to look at Percy’s 
little, stressed out friend group, and gesturing at a long table that was set out 
at the edge of the gods’ semi-circle, with five chairs. Then she glances at 


Poseidon and Venus/Aphrodite, who are glaring at each other. “Will you 
quit it? We need to start today with some semblance of order.” 


“Easy to say when the god of order is going through heartbreak again—” 
Hermes starts saying, only to get very aggressively elbowed by Venus, to 
the point where he winces. “Holy shit, woman! Are your bones made of 
knives?!” 


Percy does the only thing that feels natural right now: looks for Apollo 
eyes, meets his gaze, and grimaces. Apollo, surprisingly, takes in the 
gesture and snorts, rolling his eyes, but Percy catches his bottom lip 
wobbling. To Percy’s horror, he feels himself tearing up as well. Oh gods. 
This is going to be a mess. 


He gets to sit at the chair in the center of the table, of course, because he’ || 
be damned if he’s going to separate either of the two couples with him, 
which puts him in the very awkward position of getting to look directly at 
Jupiter and Juno. Jupiter already looks bored, occasionally checking his 
watch, while Juno stares forlornly at a portrait of Jason, which, as far as 
Percy is aware, only got installed on that wall after he died. Oh, dear. Yeah, 
perhaps Percy should move to Alaska. Seems like a good plan for after this 
meeting. 


“So,” Nico whispers to his side, leaning in as they watch Athena and Apollo 
exchange a few last words, double-checking notes. “Should we say an amen 
before we begin, or...?” 


Percy chokes on a laugh that is more anxiety and nerves than humor. “How 
hard do you think it is to get excommunicated? Boston sounds super cozy 
right now. I hear Thor has these goats—” 


“Guys,” Hazel breaks in, sitting on Percy's other side. She seems amused, 
but duty-bound. “Let’s at least give them a chance, okay? Maybe it’ll go 
alright.” 


Nico makes a noise like he’d very much rather return to the Lotus, but in 
the end, sighs. “Fine. But I’m abusing the permission dad gave us to vote.” 


“Lovely,” Hazel nods. He would never call her corrupt, not even in his 
wildest dreams, but she’s certainly evil. Jupiter should be scared. “Deep 
breaths, guys. It’ll be over before you know it.” 


She’s probably right but Percy’s always found it hard not to have bottom- 
of-the-barrel expectations for the gods. It’s just what he grew up with, and 
old habits are hard to kick, even though he knows that they’re objectively 
doing better now than they were a few years ago. Apollo finally heads to his 
seat, after Athena seems to elbow him into it, and then she turns towards 
Jupiter. 


“My Lord,” she says, tucking a pencil behind her ear. “We shall begin.” 


“Wonderful,” Jupiter straightens up in his seat, and looks directly at Percy 
before giving the same treatment to all of his demigod companions, then to 
every god in the room. It’s a very uncomfortable feeling; he and the gods 
seem to be the only ones accustomed to it, since his friends all start looking 
a little pale, and he doesn’t know how to feel about that. “Well, as we all 
know, we’re gathered here today for a... special occasion. I’ve decided to 
approve a trial-run period to allow demigods to participate in our 
discussions, so that we have a... new perspective on our votes. We shall 
treat this meeting as any other. Athena, if you will, I have a golf match to 
watch.” 


“First matter at hand: Dionysus asked us to, once again, reconsider his 
position as camp director,” Athena shoots a pointed look at Dionysus, then 
at Percy. He raises an eyebrow at her. “He believes that, at the very least, 
we should already be conducting interviews in regards to his replacement.” 


“Your position with the Greeks is a punishment,” Jupiter rumbles, speaking 
from deep in his throat like he doesn’t want to start yelling. Percy just about 
resists the urge to roll his eyes, but Dionysus has no qualms about it, doing 
it openly. Jupiter’s eyebrow twitches. “You’re not even going to defend 
your need to insist on this, are you?” 


“You try dealing with a bunch of gross kids for a few decades with no 
alcohol and see how you do,” Dionysus crosses his arms, in a way that 
reminds Percy of a brat. Funny. There’s a touch of uneasiness behind his 


words, though, like he isn’t sure about whether he’s going too far or not. 
“Tt’s not exactly fun. It takes a mental toll on me, I’m not made to be in 
charge of a place like that.” 


“Tt isn’t supposed to be fun,” Jupiter narrows his eyes at him. “You don’t 
even have that many years left. It’s just, what, a couple more decades? 
Three? Time flies. It’ll be over before you know it. You once led an army, 
you can watch over a demigod camp and a farm, and Chiron does half your 
job for you, does he not?” 


Dionysus’ face goes red, perhaps out of anger, or embarrassment, or both, 
but before he can snap something out, Apollo softly clears his throat, 
turning every eye in the room to him. Percy swallows. “If you’ll allow me, 
father, I feel like we might be looking at the wrong side of the equation in 
regards to Dionysus’ predicament. It isn’t just him that might find his 
leadership... undesirable, nor the only one experiencing emotional and 
mental wear from it. The demigods, and Chiron himself, might have their 
own perspective of it.” 


Jupiter looks right at Percy, scowling like someone just pissed all over his 
cereal. “Well?” 


Percy blinks, glancing at Nico and Will, then at Apollo, then at Athena. She 
raises her eyebrows and tilts her head, but instead of looking encouraging, 
she just seems like she’s one bad twitch away from imploring Jupiter to call 
the whole thing off. He clears his throat. 


“Mr. D is an awful camp director,” Percy shrugs, saying it like it is. It’s not 
a surprise to anyone in the room, but he can tell everyone is tense, hyper- 
aware, hanging onto his every word. He’s always hated that feeling, 
honestly, but he knows better than to shy away from it. He has to use it to 
his advantage, like he always has. “Not only that, he’s so often not around 
that it’s just like he’s an annoying visitor who bosses Chiron around when 
he’s the one putting in the hard work. And honestly, his attitude is not 
something any kid should go face-to-face with after finding out there’s two 
whole camps and a city of Ancient Greek and Roman demigods. Will, back 
me up.” 


Will jumps in his seat at the mention of his name, but he’s always been 
quick to react, so he speaks clearly. “Don’t get us wrong— Mr. D does 
helpful things. Chris Rodriguez’s life was only saved because he cured his 
madness from the labyrinth, and he’s done a lot for me, and Nico, and other 
kids that needed some professional help, but that hardly translates to camp 
management. If anything, he makes a good psychologist, but the fact that he 
is how he is, well... it makes many campers not want to talk to him at all, to 
be honest.” 


“T only did it because I’d seen weirder and crueler stuff than him. Not to 
mention uglier,” Nico provides, shrugging. Dionysus shifts awkwardly in 
his seat, as if he can’t decide whether that’s a compliment or not. “But he’s 
brutal. And these last few years, it’s mostly been Chiron, Will, and I taking 
care of stuff. Clarisse pops up once in a while, and having links to New 
Rome’s resources helps, but... yeah, isn’t there another way for him to 
spend his punishment?” 


The room rings with silence, for a moment, as Jupiter drums his fingers 
against the armrest of his throne. Sighing, Juno grabs his wrist to stop him, 
apparently annoyed by it. Finally, he speaks. “Is he actually doing more 
harm than good? Because otherwise, I fail to see the need to change his 
arrangement.” 


Percy somehow holds back from face-palming himself, but Dionysus 
actually does it, and Athena holds herself very, very still, before clearing 
her throat to speak. “Lord Jupiter, might I remind you of how Dionysus 
picked out Tantalus to replace Chiron, when the camp’s borders were 
threatened, for the sake of entertainment? In case you’ve forgotten, my 
Lord, the man cooked his son. And he was sent to a camp full of susceptible 
children.” 


“The way I remember it, we all agreed to it,” Jupiter pauses, frowning. “We 
did, right?” 


“Tt was an emergency choice,” Apollo breaks in, deepening Jupiter’s frown. 
“We, ah, lightly discussed available candidates, by which I mean Lord Pluto 
sent us a list, and allowed Dionysus to pick what he thought would... fit 


best. I recall getting lots of prayers about protecting my children from 
cannibals that year.” 


“Well, that wasn’t clever,” Jupiter sighs, and Juno snorts. He looks at her, 
annoyed. “You got something to say, dear?” 


“Oh, I couldn’t care less about all of you people’s brats,” Juno rolls her 
eyes, and several gods bristle silently. Percy makes it a point to scoot his 
chair back a little, in case he needs to make a run for it out of the room. 
“But it is quite amusing to see you struggle to comprehend what they’re 
telling you, my husband.” 


“Pray tell,” Jupiter gestures at the room. “What are they telling me?” 


“That no one is happy with the arrangement and they all want it to change. 
Did you get up from the wrong side of the bed this morning, and that's why 
you aren’t getting it?” Juno raises her eyebrows at him. “Oh, that’s right, 
you werent in bed this morning, were you? At least, not in mine.” 


Someone lets out a low whistle, and Percy would bet an arm that it was 
Hermes, but he’s too fascinated watching this train wreck to care. Jupiter 
presses his lips together. “Now, I’m a very busy man, darling—” 


“Oh, I bet you were busy, you absolute—” 


“Off topic,” Athena breaks in, cutting Juno off before she can say 
something out of Percy’s best dreams. “Perseus, in regards to Chiron’s 
management, how is he faring without Dionysus’ consistent help?” 


Oh, wow, okay, so they really do just change the topic like that here. “Uh, 
he’s good? Listen— I don’t know what you want me to say. It’s Chiron, of 
course he’s good. He’s everyone’s favorite. But don’t you think he needs, 
like, a vacation?” 


“Now that you mention it,” Frank says, which saves Percy from having to 
deal with the affronted face Jupiter makes at the implication that Chiron 
could take a break from mindlessly raising hundreds of children every year 
on his own to be warriors. “He’s been requesting more help from New 


Rome lately, since most older campers are moving all the way to the city. 
He seems to lack personnel, or, at least, someone to have his back. Or 
maybe he’s just tired. He wouldn’t say when Hazel and I talked about it 
with him.” 


“That sounds like Chiron,” Apollo frowns, glancing at Athena. “He rarely 
lets it show when something is bothering him, and it isn’t like having 
Dionysus as a superior is encouraging. If things continue like this, Camp 
Half-Blood could find itself severely handicapped.” 


“Easy prey,” Mars hums, crossing his arms. He’s looking at Frank with 
what Percy could almost call pride. Almost. “That Greek camp depends too 
much on its magical barriers. No matter how much magic you pile on top of 
that statue or how many dragons you wrap around that tree, there’s nothing 
like a well-oiled legion. Have you considered expansion?” 


“Expansion?” Demeter breaks in, sounding scandalized. “To where? The 
strawberry farm takes up half of it. And without the strawberries—” 


“No income,” Apollo huffs out a breath. His eyebrows are crinkled, his eyes 
dark, the way he is when he’s going through possibilities in his head. It 
makes Percy want to reach out, rub his thumb against those wrinkles, and 
soften that worried look, no matter how handsome he looks like this. Gods. 
He’s a sucker. “More dependency on New Rome’s assets. And New Rome’s 
economy isn’t the best, already. It can barely sustain itself, never mind a 
whole ‘nother camp. It’s not an option to relocate either one, either, and we 
do have demigod hubs in the center of the country, but they’re independent 
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“We can’t account for those.” Athena clears her throat. “The situation in 
Camp Half-Blood is far more dire than we stipulated. If Chiron is running 
out of hands, it’s only a matter of decades before he runs out of a camp to 
sustain—” 


“Alright, hold on,” Percy says, raising his voice a little, but it goes unheard 
as Athena turns to Hephaestus with a question about the overall supply of 
imperial gold and celestial bronze between the two demigod settlements, 
which somehow leads into Poseidon offering resources from his underwater 


forge, which somehow has Demeter suggesting something about Hades’ 
Stygian iron supply, and then Mars mentions a fifty-year plan and— yep. 
Okay. So this is why they get absolutely nothing done, isn’t it? They can’t 
keep their fucking mouths shut. 


Exchanging a look with Nico, then Hazel, Percy sighs in exasperation, rolls 
his eyes, and makes a gesture at Will to whistle. He immediately gets the 
assignment, stands up, and starts counting with his fingers, so that the four 
of them can be prepared. Percy covers his ears, as do Hazel, Frank, and 
Nico, who has a rather maniacal smile on his lips. 


Percy kinda envies Will’s sonic whistle. His taxi-cab whistle is one of the 
best New York has to offer, but it’s child’s play compared to how Will’s 
makes the glass of water by Juno’s side shatter, and every god in the room 
stops their conversations dead in their tracks, hands coming up to cover 
their ears. 


Percy waits a few more seconds, as they recover their hearing, and then 
crosses his arms, unimpressed. 


“You are aware,” he starts, resisting the urge to tap his foot against the floor 
like some disappointed teacher. Ugh. He’d never thought he’d need to. 
“That before you start making fifty-years plans about the weapon supply, 
and the camp expansion, and the strawberry farm diversification, and 
whatever else just left all of your dumb godly mouths, you have to deal with 
the issues at hand, right now, in the present, right? As in, shit that might 
make it so that you don’t have to deal with any of those issues in the future, 
you dumb fucks?” 


“My ears are ringing,” Hermes winces, tugging at one of his ears. “But did 
he just call us all dumb fucks? What an icon.” 


“Apollo, your children are so obnoxious,” Venus—Aphrodite? Honestly, 
she’s giving off the same vibes, it’s weird—moans, dramatically running a 
hand through her hair. “At least you’ve got good taste in men.” 


“I do, don’t I?” Apollo sighs, and Percy realizes with a start that he’s 
looking right at him, eyes wide, and cheeks slightly red. Percy blushes from 


head to toe just from it. “What do you suggest we focus on, then, Perseus?” 


Percy both loves and hates the way he says—purrs, really—his name. He 
swallows. “Demigods, for starters. That’s what we’re here for, right?” 


“Oh, I’m focused on demigods, alright,” Apollo grins, and Percy’s heart 
starts going past the highway speed limit. He unconsciously leans forwards 
in his seat, and they make eye contact, intense and familiar and gods, he 
missed it. It’s so charged that he might actually confuse Apollo for the 
thunder god, holy shit. “As you can tell, we can often get carried away 
when thinking about the future. Your perspective is quickly proving to be 
good at refocusing our attention.” 


“Maybe your attention,” Percy bites the inside of his cheek, unaware of 
how everyone in the room is listening to them, watching them, like this is 
some sort of tennis match. “You already know I value the here and now. It’s 
what shapes the future. If we don’t solve things now, we never will.” 


Apollo visibly swallows, perhaps catching his double meaning. “Some 
things are more complicated than that, though. You should always have 
some foresight.” 


“But that only serves to act now, not later,” Percy shrugs. “You can have all 
the foresight in the world, but what does it matter if you do nothing about 
it? Besides, isn’t the simplest solution often the right one?” 


“Perhaps, but where’s the guarantee? The insurance?” Apollo asks, and 
Percy rolls his eyes. “Those are valid concerns.” 


“And awful excuses,” Percy clicks his tongue, and watches Apollo sigh 
again, looking at him with that familiar devotion, that want, all those little 
wishes he should be able to make come true, if he just takes the leap. 
“Sometimes, you have to take a risk—” 


“Gods of Olympus, are you two done?” Jupiter interrupts, which snaps 
Percy out of the moment faster than he can blink. He leans back against his 
chair, embarrassed, as he notices all the eyes on him, and ignores Will’s 
resigned look and Nico’s encouraging thumbs-up. Hazel pats his back. 


“Dear Opis, I thought you’d never finish. This is ridiculous. Keep the 
flirting to outside of the meetings, thank you. Now, back on track, Percy 
Jackson: what should we focus on?” 


Percy clears his throat, glancing at Hazel for some reassurance. “Well, I’d 
say family therapy, but I think that’s off the table by now.” 


There’s a few low giggles and chuckles in the room, but Jupiter pays them 
no mind. “In regards to the pressing issues, boy. Don’t push my willingness 
to let you into this meeting too far.” 


“Give Chiron a vacation, then,” Percy provides, which makes Jupiter look 
even less happy, but he allows him to continue. “Get more staff for camp, 
and, for fuck’s sake, at least consider changing Mr. D’s punishment to 
somewhere he can actually be useful. If not, find a replacement. A good 
one. Apollo’s a good teacher, why don’t you have him run the show?” 


Poseidon lets out an awkward sound, like he wants to protest, but also like 
he doesn’t want to make Percy mad. “Son, he can’t just—” 


“T’m willing,” Apollo breaks in, still looking right at Percy. “If that’s what 
you want, I’? 1]—” 


Diana throws a pencil at his face. Percy doesn’t know where she got it from, 
but he has to admit it was a good choice. “You have a thousand domains. 
You can’t do it full-time, which is what they need. Think with your brain, 
not with your dick.” 


“Okay,” Will mumbles. “Now I’m uncomfortable. Is anyone else 
uncomfortable?” 


“T am,” Frank and Poseidon say, in unison. Percy winks at Frank when he 
sputters in embarrassment. 


“We’d be happy to provide a centurion or two if it’s necessary to give 
Chiron a vacation,” Hazel says. “Frank and I are set to retire by next 
summer, as well. We could provide help.” 


“Clarisse is moving back to New York,” Nico throws the information out 
there, casually, but his eyes are twinkling like he already knows they’re 
winning this, judging by Jupiter’s more and more resigned expression with 
every word. Percy can’t help but agree. “She and Chris are probably itching 
to help out. And Will and I are already helping Chiron as much as we can, 
so, that’s not a small group.” 


“I’m moving back to New York as well,” Percy points out, trying not to 
look at Apollo. His eyes land on his dad, then, who looks a little too happy 
about the information. “So, I’ll be able to help out— by the way, Will, are 
you looking for a roommate? My parents are moving, but maybe we could 
keep the old apartment with some luck, and, you know, Rachel paying half 
of the deposit—” 


“T’ll need space to water my Nico,” Will shrugs, which earns a snort from 
said Nico. “But as long as dad stays out of your room, sure.” 


Apollo chokes. “William Solace!” 


Athena stands before the situation can get any worse. “So, Chiron is getting 
a vacation, after three-thousand-odd years of service. We’ll start looking for 
Dionysus' replacement, and consider options to transpose his punishment. 
As an add-on, we shall consider how much New Rome is contributing to 
Camp Half-Blood, to see whether it’s truly suffering on its own or not—” 


“We haven’t voted on any of this,” Jupiter protests. “J haven’t said yes to 
any of this.” 


“Oh,” Athena looks around the room, trying to appear genuinely surprised. 
Percy can see the satisfied smile she’s trying to hide, though, and when they 
make eye-contact, she unexpectedly winks. Wow. “All in favor of 
everything I said?” 


Needless to say, everyone but Juno and Jupiter vote yes. Despite it being 
unnecessary, Nico and Hazel do exploit Hades’ vote, purely out of spite to 
make Jupiter a little angrier at how out of his control this whole thing ended 
up. It makes Percy realize why Athena thought this was necessary; adding 
demigods into the mix, letting them speak, ends up bringing the gods back 


to what’s important because otherwise they turn into squabbling children... 
he’s surprised Apollo ever said no to this, but perhaps he shouldn’t be. He 
was trying to do it for his sake. It makes him wonder how much more he’d 
sacrifice for his sake, but he already knows the answer is his own 
happiness, considering their situation. 


Athena approaches him immediately after the meeting is declared finished, 
looking smug as hell. “So? Did you enjoy this trial run?” 


Percy shrugs, giving nothing away. “I wouldn’t say I enjoyed it, but... 
guess its food for thought.” 


“Well played,” Athena concedes, and it seems to hurt her a little to say it, 
but at least she did. “Hopefully, we’ll see you at the next one, Perseus. Be 
well.” 


Be well, Percy repeats in his head, incredulous. Seems like Athena can 
finally tolerate him. It only took breaking up with Annabeth and getting 
low-key blackmailed into participating in an Olympian meeting that 
could’ve gotten him killed if she hadn’t guaranteed his safety. He doesn’t 
know how to feel about that, either, but he figures there are more important 
things to think about right now. 


Namely, the sun god rapidly approaching him and fearlessly grabbing his 
hand, looking into his eyes with an earnest gaze. “Percy. You were 
wonderful. I— can we talk? In private?” 


“Say yes!” Aphrodite yells from somewhere, and Percy rolls his eyes, 
smiling slightly at the way Apollo winces. “You won’t regret it!” 


“Just get me out of here before I go crazy,” Percy says, snorting, and Apollo 
smiles— dazzling, warm, real, beautiful. Gods, he missed him so much that 
he’s dying. He wants to hug him. He wants to kiss him. He’ll have to wait 
for that. “My place?” 


“No,” Apollo shakes his head, sighing. “I thought we could have some 
coffee instead. We could use something strong after a meeting like that.” 


“Oh,” Percy nods. “That’s fine by me—” 
Apollo snaps them to Rome. 


Uh, shit. 


Apollo realized one very important detail as Percy called them all dumb 
fucks: he messed up. 


Which, yeah, a little bit of an obvious fact, right there, but this is different; 
he doesn’t mean he messed up their relationship, even though that’s also 
true. He means he messed up by leaving Percy without telling him how 
badly he wanted to stay, but couldn’t get himself to. 


Whoever said that absence makes the heart grow fonder was a genius. Did 
he meet them? Probably. He can’t recall. They were probably Roman. 


After almost a month of radio silence and throwing a self-pity party to rival 
some of his old ones, watching Percy again, being as sharp and clever and 
wonderful and tired and beautiful and painfully human as he is, was like 
getting struck by one of Eros’ arrows all over again: devastatingly, 
excruciatingly hurtful, a sharp pain in his chest that went through his body 
like a shock of energy and wiped all other thoughts from his mind. 


He doesn’t know what to do now, honestly, other than... talk to him. Let 
him know that he doesn’t want to give up but, gods. He needs him, and at 
the same time being with him hurts so, so much, and he isn’t sure how he’s 
ever going to be used to that. He isn’t ready to find out, but he’s starting to 
think that there isn't a way to ever be ready for it; it’s just something he has 
to do. Something he has to give in to. 


“You didn’t have to zap us all the way to actual Rome for coffee,” Percy 
says, but he’s drinking his caffé like its water, which simultaneously 
endears him but makes him worry about his health. He decides not to tell 
him that every-day Italian coffee is just espresso in a cup, for the sake of not 
making him become addicted out of principle. “This is good, though.” 


“Like I said, I wanted some... privacy,” Apollo drums his nails against the 
table, and Percy meets his eyes as wind sweeps through the balcony of the 
cafe that Apollo pulled them into, ruffling his hair. He’s so beautiful, from 
the tip of his fingers to the curve of his lips and the strength coiled in his 
body, hidden underneath his casual, inoffensive-looking disposition. “Gods 
of Olympus, you’re breathtaking.” 


Percy blushes a deep crimson, and so does Apollo, because he didn’t intend 
to say that out loud. Percy clears his throat. “Uh, yeah, well, so you’ve 
said...” 


“T’m sorry,” Apollo swallows, feeling a tremor go through his body and 
reflect in the way he lets his coffee cup down too hard, making a rattling 
sound against its plate. “I’m— I’m a mess, Perseus, though I suppose that’s 
no surprise for you.” 


“It’s not like I’m doing that much better,” Percy shoots him a sheepish 
smile. “It's hard to be anywhere these days without you, to be honest. 
You’re all ’m thinking about and I— I try to control it, you know? Give 
you time. But I’m...” 


Percy shrugs, unable to put that feeling of longing into words, but Apollo 
understands anyways. “I’ve been selfish. Foolish, ridiculous, cowardly—” 


“Apollo—” Percy tries to interrupt, but he reaches out and catches his hands 
on his own, bringing them up to his lips, up to press his forehead against 
them as he bends his head down. He remembers there was a time for 
mortals where a gesture such as this, in public, was severely frowned upon, 
too intimate, too special. But for him, as a god, the vulnerability is different; 
he’s groveling, would be on his knees if he could be, because Percy makes 
him want to be a better man and a better god and a better human. Makes 
him want to meet him in the middle. 


“T shouldn’t have left you the way I did,” he says, closing his eyes. He can 
hear Percy’s heartbeat, rabbit-fast, catch how uneven his breath is, how it 
stutters with the confession. “I... gods, Percy, I can’t explain to you how 
much I want to be yours and no one else’s. It eats at me. I don’t want you to 
ever think otherwise, but I’ve never been good at letting go of things. My 


instinct has screamed at me, for the longest time, that protecting myself is a 
top priority. There’s no other way to live as a god. To bare myself before 
you, after my previous failures...” 


“They weren’t failures,” Percy squeezes his hands, pulling until Apollo 
raises his head to look at him. Their eyes meet and Apollo wishes for a 
second that he could just drown in the sea of Percy’s gaze, walk into that 
ocean and never come back out. “Apollo, you got hurt just as they did. You 
hurt them just as they hurt you. Some of it was cruel to them, some of it to 
you. But you... you don’t have to deprive yourself of affection to right 
wrongs that are too far gone to do anything about.” 


“I’m such a backwards being,” Apollo lowers his eyes, to their tangled 
hands. Percy’s skin is cool as always, and he traces his knuckles with his 
thumb, feeling every knob, the very human fragility of him. So beautiful, so 
simple. “And I’m... lost. I can’t comprehend why you’d want such a 
twisted thing as me, for any longer than a few fleeting years. Someone that 
can give you everything, but nothing that matters.” 


“You don’t get to say that,” Percy leans on the table, tightening his grip on 
him. Apollo looks at his face again, sees Percy’s patient, understanding 
gaze, the determined set of his jaw as he clenches it before speaking again. 
“You matter to me. Not what you could give me, or not. You. Every little 
piece of you, rough around the edges or not, Lester or Apollo or whatever 
there is in the middle.” 


Looking at Percy’s steady eyes, like a soft current returning you to shore, 
Apollo goes through several emotions—pain, heartache, hope, happiness, 
disbelief, denial, cruel acceptance—that force him to face the reality of 
them, that force him to tether himself down to earth and forget about 
draining, uncertain what-ifs, to focus on who’s sitting in front of him, on 
where they are, who he is, who he’s trying to be and the bittersweet, 
beautiful promise of getting to take what has been offered to him: another 
chance. A real chance. A fair chance. 


It leaves him breathless and he can feel his essence uncoil in his flesh and 
bone, warming his body, releasing a tension that feels millennia-old in age. 
It brings emotion to his eyes, as it is wont to do because Apollo’s always 


been too much for his vessel, always spilling over with his heart on his 
sleeve. Some hesitation lingers, in the corners of his mind; there’s a part of 
him that’s never been able to let go of the one person that had loved him 
properly before Percy, a part of him that still weeps, still relives that 
moment over and over, still smells the blood and begs the Fates, to please, 
please give him back. 


Yet, he pushes it away for now, to deal with later, because it’s not fair to 
have thoughts of another, long gone, long loved, when holding Percy’s heart 
in his hands. He comes to a decision, and he finds it surprising how easy it 
is to do so, after having given in to his desire to love him. 


“T’ll win you back,” he whispers, and Percy’s eyes widen in surprise; there’s 
a twinkle of hope in them that he instantly falls in love with, and he hears 
his heart speeding up and up and up, and, really, gods, good thing Percy’s 
physically healthy as a horse, because otherwise he’d think he’s 
experiencing heart failure. Still, he kisses his knuckles, keeping eye contact, 
feeling brand new even though, at best, Apollo knows he’s a rather old, 
rather used piece of a person. “I’ll do it. Pll make it right. P’ll court you 
properly, take you on dates, take you to Delphi, to Delos, to Sparta, to 
Athens and back again to Rome, to the ruins of Troy and, let Styx be 
witness to it, if your father asks for a dowry exchange I will give it to him if 
it’s what it takes.” 


Percy blushes again, even deeper than before, and gapes like a fish, 
stuttering before regaining control of his senses. “You know, I— you have 
me, you don’t have to, you know, I’m perfectly good with pizza and a 
movie—” 


“T’m doing this right,” Apollo insists, finding himself smiling at Percy’s 
baffled expression. “I’ll show you all the paintings I’ve made of you, and 
the songs, the poetry—” 


“Oh my gods, please dont,” Percy blurts out, his cheeks flaming, voice 
rising up an octave out of embarrassment. “Listen I’m sure it’s really good 
and all but I can’t—” 


“T know,” Apollo breaks in, feels his grin softening into something 
emotional, sappy and vulnerable, sloppy. “But I want you to see yourself 
the way I see you. Maybe like that, you’ll understand my disbelief at the 
idea of you wanting me.” 


Percy lets out a deep breath, shaking his head, but a smile is starting to 
creep up his lips. “You’re not gonna give me much of a choice, are you?” 


He sighs. “I do recall you saying that gods like me are supposed to take 
advantage of unsuspecting mortals. Does this count?” 


“You’re incredible,” Percy snorts, smiling even wider and Apollo loves to 
see this: the relaxed line of his shoulders, the happiness and giddiness 
dripping off the look in his eyes. “Alright. Cool. Win me back, you nerd. 
Just— the dowry? Don’t give dad ideas. Please. I’m too young to stress 
over that.” 


Styx be damned, Apollo missed him so much, and he can’t believe he was 
ever able to go without him at all. He doesn’t kiss Percy because he doesn’t 
feel like this is the moment for it, but later, after he walks Percy through the 
prettier side of Rome and the ugly side of it, and shows him the remaining 
columns of one of his greatest temples in history, standing just a little askew 
from how they originally were... he leans into his space, pressing him 
against the wall of an old hidden alleyway, bringing their mouths together 
in a kiss that burns hot and bright, that sears itself into his memories as a 
moment he doubts either of them will ever forget. 


Rome could burn again, right this second, and it wouldn’t matter in 
comparison to how Percy clings to his clothes after he breaks away, 
bringing him in again for another kiss, longer and needier and making him 
glad he picked an alley, because this is most definitely not acceptable PDA. 


Afterwards, Apollo drops Percy back at his apartment, and starts making 
plans in his head. He shows up at Sally Jackson’s home. 


“My blessing?” She asks, blinking owlishly at him, accidentally missing her 
daughter’s mouth and smearing some of Estelle’s pudding against her 
cheek. The kid giggles, leaning back against Apollo’s chest, and dears gods, 


this child is going to be very, very dangerous when she grows up. She’ll 
have the world at her feet, because her brother will give it to her on a silver 
platter, and it makes him love them both even more. “It’s a little late for 
that, don’t you think?” 


“I do,” Apollo nods, wiping Estelle’s cheek with his thumb. “And I 
apologize for being so daring so late, Sally, but I fear your son has broken 
down the last few walls I had left. I want to win him back—” 


“You have him,” Sally laughs, shaking her head at him, and Apollo shrugs. 
He knows. But it’s the intention that counts. “You’re quite a romantic, 
aren’t you, Apollo?” 


“Hopelessly so,” he sighs. “Painfully so. If Percy allowed me to, Sally, I 
would bless him with so many gifts, so many kingdoms, immortality, 
everything he could ever need for. But all he wants is me. Somehow, it feels 
unfair. I don’t deserve him nearly enough.” 


“If he was here, he would scold you for saying that,” Sally shoots him a 
disapproving look, and picks Estelle up from his lap. He tries not to pout 
about that, but any need to washes away when he sees her reach for her 
pudding to eat by herself. She’s entirely too cute. “Apollo, I’ve seen the 
way Percy looks at you. I couldn’t take him from you even if I wanted to. 
You’re... you’re it. If not forever, then at least for a very, very long time. He 
looks at you the way I look at Paul: like he can’t believe you’re real. And 
you look at him like that, as well, if not even more reverently. I suppose 
gods know more about worship than we do.” 


Apollo gives her a sheepish smile. “I’m not a good example of what the 
standard is for gods. Some would say I’m overkill. Too much, too hard, too 
fast.” 


“A younger me— a naive little me, would’ve given everything to have 
Poseidon look at me the way you look at Percy.” Sally shrugs, winking at 
him when Estelle frowns in confusion, as if recognizing the name but not 
knowing why. He can only imagine the things this child overhears, yet is 
too young to understand. “I think you’re just enough of you, Apollo. More, 
even. Don’t let any of those grumpy old gods tell you otherwise, okay?” 


Bless Sally Jackson’s heart, honestly. He might have to give this family 
another blessing. “I suppose that I’m hearing approval?” 


“Do you want me to sign another contract, Apollo?” Sally raises her 
eyebrows at him, and Apollo laughs, shaking his head. She rolls her eyes. 
“Then go romance my son, young man. And don’t forget the Tupperware. 
Percy loves those brownies.” 


He restrains himself from pointing out he’s over four-thousand years old. 
He just does what he’s told, stopping by Artemis’ camp site to pick up the 
stuff he left thrown around. He exchanges a single look with his twin, and 
her shoulders drop with relief, then she rolls her eyes and shoos him away, a 
satisfied grin on her lips. 


There’s one last thing he needs to do, however, before moving on with this. 


There’s a little field in Sparta, hidden away from mortal eyes, where 
hyacinths bloom by the hundreds, both in and out of season. The original 
flower perished long ago, of course, but he knows the original spot by heart, 
remembers the blood, the shape of his body without even needing to 
conjure up the memory. 


Apollo sits and waits. He’s never done this before. Closing his eyes, he 
breathes in the sweet scent in the air. And when he opens them next, there 
he is: Hyacinthus, with his oddly beautiful eyes, the color of the flower he 
became, like a faded stained glass, and that dark curly hair, that skin rich 
like honey. 


“Beloved,” he whispers, soft enough to get lost in the wind, and Apollo’s 
heart squeezes something painful, his breath catches. Hyacinthus smiles at 
him, dimples sweet as ever. “Ah, as foolish and dramatic as ever, aren’t 
you?” 


“I’m sorry I made you wait so long,” Apollo whispers back. He wants to 
reach out and hold his hand, but a ghost is a ghost, especially one whose 
spirit depends on the strength of the myth, the existence of this little grove, 
on Apollo’s stupid, clingy heart. “I’m sorry I never visited you. I’m sorry 
I’ve kept you here.” 


“Elysium isn’t so bad,” Hyacinthus hums, tilting his head to the side. A 
small miracle, that he looks intact, healthy, that he isn’t wearing the mark of 
his demise. “I’ve met some wonderful heroes. It’s a little dull without your 
singing, I must admit. But you’ve needed time, haven’t you?” 


“Too much of it,” Apollo tears his eyes from him, looking around the field. 
“Thank you for watching over me, while I was mortal.” 


“Your father made it almost impossible to. I wanted to tell you more,” 
Hyacinthus brings his knees up to his chest; he’s naked like he was the day 
he died, and thankfully, Apollo has healed enough that his eyes don’t linger 
on the shape of a dead man. Still, there’s beauty and grace to his every 
move, the way he was. “Your song in that cave was beautiful, but it broke 
my heart. I never knew your guilt ran so deep.” 


“T’m sorry,” Apollo sighs. “Over a million things, really, but that’s not what 
I’m here for.” 


“You’re here to say goodbye,” Hyacinthus nods, smiling at him again. 
Apollo finds it a little easier to breathe, seeing that Hyacinthus already 
knows. “Will you say goodbye to her as well?” 


“Daphne was never mine, the way you were,” Apollo shakes his head. “I 
wouldn’t know where her spirit is, anymore. Certainly not waiting for me 
like you were.” 


“How kind of me,” Hyacinthus winks at him, his smile playful, the way it 
used to be when he convinced Apollo to sneak away with him. Apollo’s 
mind wanders, however, to a different smile, a sharper one, and Hyacinthus 
can tell, because it falls slightly, into something softer. “You’ve truly moved 
on, haven’t you?” 


“T’ll always love you,” Apollo says, because it’s the truth. “Always. You 
were the first that showed me human love. I’Il never forget that.” 


“It’s okay, my love,” Hyacinthus lowers his voice to a hush, but it’s still 
strong, still as captivating as ever. “You don’t love me like you used to. I 


accepted this before you did. So, now... you need to love him, like you 
loved me, and even more than that. You understand that?” 


“I’m not so helpless that I don’t,” Apollo shakes his head with a soft 
chuckle, and it feels good to laugh with him again, to be able to have this 
moment. To be able to finally finish his grieving. “This is one of the hardest 
things I’ve ever done, you know?” 


“T don’t know about that,” Hyacinthus looks down at his flowers, runs a 
finger over a petal. Alas, the shape goes, and Apollo sighs. “Watching me 
go was harder on you than this. Pretending that you didn’t know I was here 
was harder on you than this. And now, here is Apollo, my one and true love, 
ready to say goodbye, and not even shedding a tear. I couldn’t be happier 
for you.” 


“T could cry,” Apollo agrees, and Hyacinthus’ lips twitch. “I fear that 
you’ve already tasted enough of my tears, however.” 


“Thousands of them,” Hyacinthus nods. “I would’ve feared drowning if I 
didn’t trust you to figure it out, one day.” 


“What is it that herbalists say about you?” Apollo asks, and he sees his 
smile widen. “Water lightly when transplanting?” 


“Don’t pretend you know a thing about gardening, Apollo,” Hyacinthus 
shakes his head, and then meets his eyes, tilting his head once more. “It’s 
been lovely to see you, beloved. But I fear Lord Hades might drag me back 
any second now... and it’s time for you to say goodbye.” 


Apollo closes his eyes, taking a deep breath. “I love you. Thank you.” 


A chuckle, close to his ear, and the lightest whisper of lips pressing against 
his cheek. “Send him my best wishes, Apollo. He’s just as lucky to have 
you as you are to have him.” 


When he opens his eyes, Hyacinthus is gone. Only the flowers remain. He 
remembers Sally’s words, and can’t help applying them to himself: a 
younger Apollo, one a little more naive, a little less ready to move on, 


would’ve killed for a single second more. Would’ve lingered among the 
flowers, would’ve shed a few tears, or drowned in them. 


Instead, Apollo rises, turns, and walks away, shoulders and heart lighter 
than when he went in. He has Percy Jackson to prove his love to, and he 
doesn’t intend to waste another second on old memories. It’s time. 


Giving up and letting go has never been so sweet. 


36. epilogue 
Notes for the Chapter: 
welp. we're here. and i'm sad, ngl. this is... yeah. 


this is a year of work. maybe a year and a month. i started writing this 
around november/december last year, and uploaded expecting this fic 
to go under the radar and for my obsession with this ship and PJO in 
general to eventually die down like it's happened to me before with 
other things. i though, oh, i'll just get it out of my system. 


and here i am, a year later, finishing this. like, 200k words later, just, 
here. for reference, the first twilight book is 108k words long. suck on 
that one, stephanie meyer Imao. but yeah. it's insane. i can't believe i 
have to say goodbye to this story after week after week of uploading. i 
got a little... slow with uploading these last few, because i kind of don't 
want it to end, because i'll miss it a lot. but at the same time im so 
happy that this is the first long work i've ever finished on ao3 and in 
general, really. and it's all thank to you guys' support. seriously. this fic 
wouldn't have come this far without all of you commenting every 
single week and saying such nice things and encouraging me. so, thank 
you for that. 


it's sad to have to let this fic go, but i'm proud of what i managed to do 
here. besides... i do have more things on the works. i might not upload 
again for a bit, since university is quite busy, but i promise i'll be 
writing, and i'll be back in the Perpollo tag before you know it. 


so, please, enjoy this last chapter. i hope you like it. thank you. and 
thank you to my friend sally who beta'ed every single chapter with 
extreme patient and who i dragged into this rarepair hell. no regrets :) 


The second Apollo drops him off at his place, Percy freaks out. In a good 
way. 


Dazed, a floaty sort of happiness fills his chest as he starts aggressively, 
hurriedly taking his clothes off and hopping into the shower, cursing as he 
trips over his underwear and almost hits his head against the tile wall of the 
shower. He makes his time in the bathroom quick, heart pounding, and the 
second he comes out wrapped in just a towel, he dives into his nightstand, 
pulls out his phone, and dials Piper. 


She doesn’t pick up the first five times he tries calling her, and he is 
tempted to smack his phone against a wall as the sixth attempt rings, until 
finally, finally, the call goes through. 


“Dude,” Piper says, sounding offended. “You don’t like phone calls. Is New 
Rome burning?” 


“HowdolI—” Percy starts, chokes because he’s speaking too fast, and then 
restarts. “I mean— how do I get ready for a date?” 


“Excuse me?” Piper asks, and then she falls into realization and gasps. 
“Apollo spoke to you?!” 


“Yes,” Percy breathes out, running a hand through his hair. His hands are 
shaky, and a quick look in the bathroom mirror makes him cringe because, 
oh, gods, he actually looks so tired. This isn’t good. “We talked. He took me 
to Rome. We had coffee. He said that he uh, wanted to make it right, but, 
listen, I’m having a crisis. He’ll be here in like, two hours, and I’m freaking 
out, I’m naked, I look like I slept under a bridge, this is really not pogs—” 


“Oh my gods,” Piper laughs, a genuinely joyful sound that is as sharp as her 
usual smiles. “Look at you, holy shit, I never thought I’d see you being like 
this—” 

“Piper!” Percy protests, blushing, wiggling his leg. “What do I do?” 


“Listen, you’re drop-dead gorgeous, you could wear a trash-bag and make it 
work,” Piper pauses, humming. “I’m also not that good at this, but, I can try 


“You’re literally the only one I’m trusting with this, everyone else and it’d 
be twice as awkward,” Percy sighs, shaking his head as Piper laughs again. 
“Gods, this is the gayest thing I’ve ever done.” 


“Apollo would probably protest that sentence,” Piper says, way too pleased 
with herself about it, and Percy groans. “Alright, Percy, prepare to take 
about three-hundred pictures of your wardrobe.” 


He wasn’t ready for the act of picking an outfit, taking the better part of an 
hour, only to settle on jeans and a green-and-blue plaid flannel. He’s 
pleased with the result, though; the plaid brings out his eyes and there’s 
literally nothing wrong with jeans, ever— Piper claimed his ass looked 
good in this pair, though, and Percy’s gonna take that win. 


He spends the rest of the time he has left trying to figure out how to use 
concealer—yes, the same old abandoned tube; he’s milking it until it’s over 
because make-up is expensive—which Piper isn’t a big help with because 
she couldn’t do make-up to save her life without tapping into some obscure 
Aphrodite blessing, but she confirms whether it looks good or not. This is 
when she drops the bomb on him. 


“Did I forget to tell you Annabeth and I are taking a break?” Piper inquires, 
and Percy almost drops the concealer tube from the shock, cursing. “Yeah, 
that was about the reaction I expected.” 


“You are?” Percy asks, dumfounded, confused. “But, when you left—” 


“Yeah, well, we’re still besties,” Piper sighs, and Percy’s shocked to realize 
there’s no bitterness in it. “I dunno, man. I think we were going in too hard 
too fast. It was nice to spend winter in New Rome, but sometimes, when 
seasons change...” 


“So do relationships,” Percy finishes for her, and Piper hums. “You don’t 
sound upset. Or, like, surprised.” 


“T think we made great girlfriends,” Piper pauses, thinking. “But it’s hardly, 
ah, the love of a lifetime, I guess. I miss her. I kinda wish we could be 


together more easily, but, well, long-distance is hard, and I’m sure you 
know Annabeth has some... baggage.” 


“1 don’t even wanna talk about that,” Percy wrinkles his nose, and Piper 
laughs. “I get it, though. She can be... a lot. I was kinda rooting for you 
two, though.” 


“T feel like maybe we could try again in a few years,” Piper suggests, saying 
the words as easily as if she’s speaking about the weather. Percy can’t 
imagine that casualness, himself, and wonders if this is just Piper being 
Piper, or Piper executing the lessons she’s learned, as a daughter of 
Aphrodite. He wonders what that makes of him. “We’ll see. I just thought 
you should know, especially ‘cause you and Apollo are quickly becoming 
the epitome of true love—” 


“Wow,” Percy breaks in, snorting. “Didn’t you say the same thing about me 
and Annabeth?” 


Piper makes a disgusted sound. “Oh, yeah, right. Forget I said that. Yikes. 
Let’s not jinx your relationship. What do you actually think of him, now 
that you’ve talked?” 


Percy thinks back to Apollo's reverent gaze, the gentleness of his grip, the 
searing heat of his kiss, the determination behind his words. “I think... I 
think he’Il allow himself to want me, this time. For real. Might even fight 
for me if I wanted him to.” 


“Fuck, that’s cute,” Piper laughs, and it sounds charmed. Percy has to admit 
it all seems very romantic. “And good, actually. Apollo’s such a loser, 
Percy, and a sucker, but he’s so honest. And a good friend, which is not 
something I thought I’d ever say about a god. I’m glad you have each 
other.” 


“T can’t believe you were the one saying I should do him for fun,” Percy 
scoffs, and Piper lets out an embarrassed sound, but he’s smiling. “I blame 


you for this.” 


“T just told you to have a good time!” 


“Mission failed, I’m probably gonna end up raising our bundles of joy,” 
Percy jokes, but he’s dead serious, somewhere inside him. Piper wheezes. 
“Thanks for the advice. And, I still owe you one.” 


“Just be happy, Percy,” Piper says, and he can hear the eye roll in her voice. 
“Tt would do the world a favor to see you happy. And I guess having a 
dozen kids with Apollo would be an interesting way to flex you skill of 
jumping the shark—” 


“Alright, I get it,’ Percy laughs. “I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks for the 
help.” 


“T would say anytime,” Piper snorts. “But I think we both know that’s too 
generous. And, hey, if you ever need a friend in Oklahoma...” 


“I know who to call,” Percy sighs, and with that, he hangs up on Piper, 
feeling much, much more relaxed than earlier. 


Gods, the things Apollo said to him, the promise in his eyes, the sting of his 
honesty and the beauty of his eyes when he’s letting himself just be. Percy 
didn’t think he could be more in love, but if this means anything at all for 
how things will move forward between them, then he fears there might not 
be a limit to his love for him. It’s a terrifying thought. The kinda thing that 
should send him running because, well, Apollo’s a god, but Percy’s gone 
through this same line of thought several times ever since he first realized 
he wanted something more than friendship, and he always reaches the same 
conclusion: 


It doesn’t matter, because living life is not about having a perfect ending— 
it’s about the hardships of it, the achievements, the moments that make it 
worth it to wake up every single day to face the music. It’s, despite Venus’ 
words coming off with an edge of sadism, about the pain that comes before 
the catharsis, the relief, the love. In that regard, Piper’s advice wasn’t so 
bad; enjoy himself, Percy has. And he intends to keep doing so. 


When the knock at his door comes, he feels lightheaded with joy, because a 
part of him can’t believe Apollo actually came back. Yet, here he is, smiling 


as bright as ever, holding a flower bouquet, the corners of his eyes 
wrinkling with happiness as their eyes meet. 


“Hey, gorgeous,” he goes, low and melodious, and Percy might as well have 
been shot by Eros, because gods, it hurts in the best way possible. “You’re 
looking a little red.” 


“T’m feeling a little red,” Percy admits, letting out a breathless laugh, and 
pulls Apollo inside by the wrist, wrapping his fingers around it with a little 
more strength than he needs to. “Are flowers gonna be a thing forever 
now?” 


“Forever, I like the sound of that,” Apollo admits, leaning in to drop a kiss 
against his forehead as Percy’s smile grows giddy at that comment. Gods, 
he needs to control himself. They’ve barely been back with each other for 
less than a day, but it already feels so right. It’s insane. “And yes, Perseus, I 
intend to shower you with my gifts and my blessings until you have to 
physically stop me because there are not enough words in the English 
language to express my current ecstasy.” 


Percy sighs. “You use too many words to say you’re happy to see me. Have 
you tried Spanish?” 


“No soy tan bueno como con otros idiomas. De todas maneras queda corto 
para describirte a ti,” Apollo says, and Percy almost passes out. Okay, that’s 
a bit of an exaggeration, but his face heats so fast that he gets light headed 
again, and his mouth drops open. Apollo raises an eyebrow at him, his 
smile blinding. “Oh, do we have a thing for foreign tongues?” 


“Oh my gods,” Percy whines, shaking his head at him. “You don’t even 
have an accent, that’s cheating.” 


“T can put on a Spaniard accent,” Apollo suggests, and Percy bites his lip to 
keep his grin down, rolling his eyes. “I’m messing with you. How are your 
Spanish studies going?” 


“Fuck you,” Percy declares, and Apollo lets out a laugh that makes him feel 
like he’s standing in the middle of a field during the summer, or perhaps on 


a beach shore, light, airy, fresh, harmonious and relaxing. Like coming 
home. “I barely got half of what you said. You’re terrible. I should kick you 
out.” 


“Oh, no,” Apollo winces, with a tone fake, dramatic voice. “Whatever shall 
I do— but Percy, if you throw me out and away, what am I supposed to do 
with what we planned for our reconciliation date? Oh, the wasted resources! 
Hours of work! All those diamonds and flowers!” 


Percy kisses him, which is better than any answer he could come up with in 
response to that drama. He’s smiling so hard, it’s starting to hurt, but Apollo 
kisses him back and both of them forget about the flowers getting crushed 
between them as they attempt to press up against each other, eager to be in 
each other’s space. By the time it’s over, Percy’s having vague thoughts of 
reconciliation sex and ordering pizza, but his more logical side wins and 
decides that they should probably talk a little more before going right back 
into fucking. 


When Asclepius gave him his antidepressants, he had been very clear: don’t 
take them in any other way other than in the instructions given, because 
they’re infused with ambrosia and old, ancient medicinal recipes that makes 
them a lot more potent than modern antidepressants, and thus, more 
effective for demigods. He had also pointed out, most of the usual 
antidepressant side effects didn’t exist in this variant. 


Which, considering the way he winked at him and raised an eyebrow, he 
meant the, uh, libido issue that sometimes comes with it. And Percy can 
confirm, just looking at Apollo and running his hands over his chest and his 
shoulders, his sex drive is doing just fine. Gods bless medicine; he knew he 
was right to pick that as his major. 


“Shall we?” Apollo offers up his arm, like he’s seen guys do in old movies 
set in different times, and Percy wonders if the fluttering in his stomach has 
always been there. He thinks so, and he’s only noticing it again now 
because the absence of Apollo was so gloomy, so grey, so devoid of 
sunshine that having him back is hitting him in a way not unlike a truck. 


So he takes his arm, and next thing he knows they're standing on a shore, 
under a palm tree, and a quick look around has Percy recognizing the place: 
ruins, greenery, yellow flowers, shining beach sand, a scorching sun. He 
only saw it from a distance, before, but he’s found that he’s pretty good at 
recognizing and remembering beach shores. 


“Oh,” he lets out, blinking. “You actually brought me to Delos.” 


Apollo's grin is dazzling. “Glad to see you recognize it. I thought we could 
have a picnic.” 


The words send his heart soaring. “I fucking love picnics.” 


“T know,” Apollo sighs, looking around. He tangles his fingers with his 
own, holding his hand so delicately, like he knows it won't slip away. “TI... I 
wanted something simple. Somewhere quiet. Just the two of us, so we could 
talk a little more. Catch up. Maybe... make a few promises?” 


“Apollo...” Percy starts, and squeezes his hand, drifting off because, gods, 
how to explain himself? How to explain his joy in words? He looks into his 
crystal-clear eyes, and hopes he can say enough with his own gaze. “I 
would love that.” 


Apollo leads him as if following an invisible path, walking slowly from the 
beach to the ruins, guiding him through them. It occurs to him that maybe 
there was a path here, a long time ago, and Apollo is simply recalling it. It 
makes him feel the weight of the history of this place, the stories buried in 
the land, and he takes a deep breath, appreciating it all. 


“Delos wasn't always like this,” Apollo says, his tone a little hesitant, and 
Percy glances at him to let him know he's listening. “It had little greenery 
before I was born, since my birth blessed the land. But then everyone 
wanted to come here, since, well, the birthplace of an Olympian is always a 
good tourist spot, and all sorts of temples and sanctuaries were made. It was 
purified regularly— too much, even. It got jarring with time, and then the 
Romans basically made it a slave trade center...” 


“Do you think it was better without the people?” Percy asks, winces. “More 
natural?” 


“Oh, dear, no,” Apollo shakes his head, smiling. “Most original habitants 
were natives and saw my birth with their own eyes. The rest that came held 
my family, especially my mother, in high regard— Delians knew how to 
party, I'll tell you that. It's quite a different picture from the current state of 
things. It’s a shame they kept getting kicked out by purification rituals.” 


“Do you miss it?” Percy inquires, then, and looks ahead as Apollo takes a 
sharp left, diverting from his previous path and leading to a flower field 
with a blanket set on the floor. His heart starts pounding. “Oh, this is gonna 
be great, isn't it?” 


“Hopefully,” Apollo concedes, moving in for them to sit down. A basket 
pops into existence once they're settled, and a familiar smell fills Percy's 
lungs. He blinks at him. “You mother's food. Thought I'd go all out.” 


“Fuck, I love you,” Percy blurts out, and then violently blushes, Apollo's 
skin also turning red. He clears his throat. “I—I mean, uh, it's just—food? 
You don't have to, ah, say it back—” 


“Perseus,” Apollo interrupts, a soft smile shaping his lips. “It’s alright. I 
mean, it scares the shit out of me, to be painfully honest. But I want to 
respect your feelings, as well as your wishes. You... you love me, and that's 
okay. Better than okay. Great, wonderful, impossibly marvelous, even.” 


Percy feels his eyes stinging and takes a deep breath, swallowing. “Fuck, 
you're gonna make me cry. Asshole.” 


Apollo’s laugh feels like summer air: warm, overbearing, somewhat 
soothing in its freedom. “I think that’d be fair. And in regards to your 
question— well, I spent more time on Delphi than I did on Delos, but this 
has always been our private sanctuary. All those rituals helped it be near- 
unreachable by anyone else. There’s a reason my sister and I settled here 
during the war against Gaea. No one can bother us here. Not a soul.” 


“Tt’s hard to wrap my head around how old this place is,” Percy confesses 
and reaches out to pick a daisy. Weirdly enough, the flower instantly dies, 
and he stares. “Huh.” 


“Tt’s the Curse of Delos,” Apollo explains, reaches out and plucks a daisy 
himself. Instead of dying, it just remains. He leans into his space and tucks 
the flower behind his ear, which makes Percy blush at least three shades 
darker. “I’m gonna have to ask you to keep that flower really safe, beloved. 
Otherwise, we might have another Leo situation on our hands, and I’ve 
heard enough complaints about that mess to last me three centuries.” 


Percy snorts. “You’re so old.” 


“T have a young heart,” Apollo shrugs, grinning, and gestures at the food. 
“So, early lunch? For you, anyways. The sun is setting in a couple hours 
here. I know you had to wake up super early for the meeting, so you must 
be hungry.” 


“Brunch,” Percy mumbles, thinking that this, right here, is actually the 
gayest thing he’s done: have a picnic in a daisy field, during the brunch 
window, wearing a flower in his hair. He couldn’t be happier. “I smelled 
brownies—” 


“Save those for dessert, you monster,” Apollo shakes his head, smile 
widening, and gods. He looks so relaxed, so at ease as he picks out plates 
from the basket and starts putting out the Tupperware and handing Percy his 
food—mom made mashed potatoes and chicken, now that is an ideal picnic 
meal—and it all feels so... simple. Domestic. Gone is the tension, gone is 
the worry that plagued him before he confessed his feelings. It’s amazing. 
“Percy, love, I know I’m breathtaking, but you’re gonna get flies in your 
mouth.” 


Percy snaps his mouth shut, only to drop the Tupperware without even 
trying to open it and crawl over the blanket into Apollo’s space, pulling at 
his shirt’s sleeve to get his attention. “Hey.” 


Apollo turns away from the basket to look at him, which is when Percy 
sneaks a hand over the back of his neck and pulls him in, pressing their lips 


together. Apollo sighs, kissing back, hands coming up to hold Percy at the 
waist, and it only takes a well-placed, teasing lick from Apollo to have him 
burning up, falling back into familiarity, leaning backwards until he’s lying 
on the ground and pulling Apollo on top of him. 


Kisses burn down his neck and Percy fearlessly slips his hands under 
Apollo’s shirt, nails digging into his skin until he feels him hiss, hands 
grabbing his thighs and pushing his legs open— 


“Ah, hold on,” Apollo says, his voice light like the beach breeze coming 
from the shore, humor in his tone. Percy blinks his eyes open to glare at 
him, but his giddy expression instantly kills any attempt at it. “I want to say 
some things to you, first. And, eating is good, for, you know, your 
demanding humans needs—” 


“We’re talking,” Percy says, running his hands up and down Apollo’s back 
and then bringing them to the front to run over his chest. Apollo raises his 
eyebrows and does him the favor of casually taking off his shirt; Percy’s 
bead dangles down, from around his neck, and it makes his breath catch as 
much as the outline of Apollo’s golden skin against the sun does. “Uh, 
we're definitely talking, I’m just saying, we can multitask—” 


Apollo laughs and presses a kiss against his lips, fleeting and soft. “I want 
to show you something. Promise not to hide.” 


“Hide?” Percy asks, only to get no response as Apollo gets off him and 
pulls him into a sitting position, pulling a notebook from the picnic basket. 
He starts sweating. “Oh, no.” 


“Oh, yes,” Apollo winks at him, opens the notebook and blessedly doesn’t 
show whatever’s in there to him right away. “Percy. Deep breaths. This is 
just how I see you.” 


“You’re blind,” Percy says, making Apollo laugh. His cheeks start burning, 
and he doubts it’s because of Apollo. “I don’t care if you need your eyes for 
archery, Artemis is better at it anyways—” 


“Oh, wow, low blow!” Apollo interrupts, the stupidest, most gorgeous grin 
over his lips. He hands him the notebook, and Percy refuses to look down. 
He knows he’s being childish, but this is just so fucking embarrassing. 
Apollo pouts at him. “Just take a look, baby, I promise I’m not as bad at 
drawing as I am with haikus.” 


Percy snorts. “You aren’t that bad.” 


“Suck flattery,” Apollo shoots a kiss at him, and Percy resists the urge to 
grab him by the hair and drag him into an actual kiss. “One look. And then I 
won’t ask again unless you wanna see it.” 


“T...” Percy sighs, closes his eyes. He has to tell himself that it’s fine. It’s... 
it’s good, even; Apollo thinks of him enough to try to recreate him from 
memory. Cares enough to put pencil to paper, whether those end up being 
words or shapes. Besides, he’s long past the point of being unable to look in 
the mirror. Surely, this is the same thing, right? “Alright. Just once.” 


He doesn’t recognize himself at first. He’s hit with a shock of color that he 
wasn’t expecting, greens and blues, browns and pinks, delicately, reverently 
blended in, and it isn’t until he blinks that the image comes into focus. The 
anxiety he normally feels about hating himself, which he’s barely starting to 
unlearn, doesn't get a chance to fully form, instead screeching to a halt as he 
processes what’s before him. 


Percy’s always known he looks either one of two ways in any given day: a 
dumbass, or a troublemaker. He still remembers Rachel’s portrait of him on 
the battlefield, the eyes of a warrior, and the cut of his jaw like a predator 
out for blood. It was disturbing, and to this day he wonders if that’s what he 
looked like in Tartarus, or if he looked even worse; shrouded in misery, 
choking a goddess and doing things that he’d never done before out of 
anger, desperation, and fear. 


It’s the main reason Percy dislikes mirrors and photos: he’s afraid that one 
day he’ll see an image of himself and see that inner monster again, that feral 
beast, that dangerous side of the sea that he isn’t eager to channel ever 
again. This, however, is the antithesis of that. 


In this, Percy sees the wear of his gaze, from years of being a child soldier, 
from being a war veteran, from struggling with himself. He sees the 
weariness over his shoulders and the slight tension of his jaw, always alert, 
always looking over his shoulder. But he also sees the amusement that 
always sits at the comer of his mouth, tilted up, the narrowing of his eyes 
that implies amusement, the curl of his eyebrows that screams 
thoughtfulness, the accidental way in which his hair softly curls at the ends 
because he can’t be bothered to tame it properly. The shadows under his 
eyes, a semi-permanent feature by now, are almost an afterthought, 
something that is there despite the inherent ease of his posture instead of in 
spite of it. 


Oh, okay. The realization that Apollo knows him well enough to have 
captured so much of him hits home so hard that he has to close his eyes 
because he’s tearing up, already. He gets the message, easily enough, loud 
and clear, and his lips tremble when Apollo wraps a hand around his wrist, 
thumb caressing his skin in soothing circles. 


“Percy,” he says, voice so soft, fleeting enough that it could be carried away 
by the wind. “I love you. And I... want to keep loving you for a long, long 
time, if you’ ll have me.” 


He chokes on a laugh, opening his eyes to look at him. “How is that even in 
doubt for you?” 


Apollo shrugs, sheepish, embarrassed. “I don’t want to assume. I haven’t... 
gods, I haven’t loved anyone like I love you in a long time, Percy, and 
despite how willing I am to keep doing it, I’m quite aware of the risks and 
conditions of it.” 


“Shut up,” Percy shakes his head, and his smile starts forming, slow, 
tentative, wishful. He looks at Apollo with all he doesn’t know how to say, 
because he’s never been the best with words, honest, heart-wrenching 
words, but gods. He can try. “Apollo... you’re all I’ve ever wanted, okay? I 
think I’ve made that clear before, but I’ll say it as many times as you need 
to hear it. Nothing else matters. We can plan a little future together and 
hope it works out, just like everyone else. It doesn’t... it doesn’t have to be 
this big, epic thing. It can just be... you and me in love.” 


“Percy...” Apollo drifts off, lips wobbling, but he can see that he agrees, 
that he’s lost his ability to deny it, when he knows it’s true. It’ll be just 
them, and that will be okay. Apollo glances down at the notebook. “I’m 
guessing you liked it?” 


“T love it,” Percy says, and finds that he means it. He looks at it again, 
tracing the lines, feeling the texture of whatever materials Apollo used to 
make this. It’s breathtaking. “I don’t know how— how you managed this, 
from memory, but it’s just... gods. I’ve never felt this seen before.” 


“Some consider love the simple act of being seen,” Apollo swallows, 
visibly, and gives Percy a shy smile. “I’m glad you got the message.” 


“You’re such a sap,” Percy laughs, but he’s sniffling, blinking out tears, 
trying to avoid hitting the portrait with them because he doesn’t wanna ruin 
it. He closes the notebook, softly setting it aside, and looks at Apollo. “Can 
you kiss me, Phoebus?” 


Apollo’s breath audibly catches, and he lets out a word in a sigh, instantly 
crawling towards him. “Yes.” 


They forget about the picnic, though it’s an accident. With Apollo’s skin 
exposed it’s entirely too easy for the rest of his clothes to come off, for 
Percy’s to go away as well, and he finds that making love to the scent of 
ancient soil and daisies, of heat and sea water, the sun shining down on his 
exposed flesh, is extremely underrated. The second Apollo’s in him it feels 
like every lingering piece between them is back in place, better than ever; 
rough edges fitting in with even rougher ones, soft hearts beating as one. If 
loving Apollo felt like bleeding his heart out before, now it feels like it’s 
filling up, up, and up, with so much happiness and fulfillment that he feels 
like it might burst. 


Gods, he’s never gonna need anything more than this. Never. And he 
doesn’t know if Apollo’s ready to hear that right now, as well, or if this is 
something he should save for much, much later, but either way he doesn’t 
intend to hide it, and whispers it against his ear, a promise of love that has 
Apollo burying his face against his neck and for once, not crying, but rather 


laughing, joy so thick coming into his ears that Percy wonders if it would be 
possible to bottle it up. 


“I want to paint you like this,” Apollo whispers back, still rocking inside 
him, slow and hot and almost sadistic, because Percy’s been begging during 
the whole thing, desperate. He can’t do much more than agree. “I’ve tried 
recreating this from memory, but it isn’t the same.” 


“You can do whatever you want,” Percy gasps, whining when Apollo goes a 
little harder. “Oh, gods, I will kill you, holy shit, you feel so fucking good 


bb) 


They don’t really speak much after that. It becomes, uh, hard to, pun not 
intended, when they’re pouring everything into a physical demonstration of 
love. By the time they’re done Percy feels boneless yet alert, tired yet 
energized, and he doesn’t question it when Apollo reaches into the picnic 
basket and pulls out a Tupperware with strawberries and grapes. 


They share them in silence, Percy letting Apollo feed him, sucking his 
fingers into his mouth as he lays against his chest. When he recovers a bit 
of genuine lucidness, Percy sighs, tracing the scar on Apollo’s chest with 
his fingers. “Just one thing, Phoebus. One condition.” 


“Hm?” Apollo asks. “And what may that be, sunshine?” 


Percy sits up, leaning his elbow next to Apollo’s head to look down at him. 
He drops a kiss against his cheek, smiling innocently. “I want at least three 
kids. Not one less. Figure it out.” 


Apollo chokes on a grape seed. “At least three?” 
Percy laughs so hard that he’s sure that all of Greece heard it. Gods. Holy 
shit. This is it. He’s found his home away from New York, and he can’t 


believe he gets to keep it. 


“I love you,” Percy shakes his head at him, smiling, and Apollo stops 
questioning Percy’s request for a second to throw him a lovesick look. 


“T love you, too.” Apollo sighs, bringing Percy back down so they can keep 
cuddling. “Should’ve said it sooner.” 


Percy doesn’t say anything, because he quite likes how things turned out. 
And, he can now say, with confidence, that for the first time in a long time, 
he’s looking forward to the rest of the year... and even the ones following 
that. 


Apollo discovers something extraordinary: Percy’s birthdays are always, 
always at the beach. 


Last year, after they came back together and he successfully managed to 
help Percy move across the country back to New York (somehow without 
making a fool of himself for being so in love he almost trips over his own 
feet moving boxes) his birthday was celebrated at Camp Half-Blood. It was 
easier that way, because his family had just moved closer to it, and they 
didn’t feel like doing the drive to Montauk. 


This year, though, he and Sally came together, and decided that Percy, who 
is already a year into med-school, deserves something nice, beyond just the 
beach trip. He contributed the money and helped with the guest list, and 
she... did most of the rest, honestly, because Apollo would not dare mess 
with her food, or her party-planning skills. Dionysus would be jealous. 


So, Montauk. A given. Apollo has only been here with them once before 
and he already feels nostalgic. Next order of business: all of Percy’s friends. 
All of them. Piper was the hardest one to fly over, because she decided to 
start attending the University of Oklahoma and has been inseparable from 
the place, but she agreed that Percy was worth it. 


After that, it only took Apollo throwing his phone out the window in the 
middle of phone calls with guests a couple times to keep Percy from finding 
out about the actual size of the party. To be fair, Percy’s been living in 
books ever since he got into NYU thanks to Athena’s—and his own— 
recommendation letters, and a very sappy admission essay about the 
hardships of his life as a formerly-wanted twelve-years-old terrorist. Go 


figure, universities eat that shit up, as well as all the swim team trophies 
Percy’s been accumulating since high school. 


“Student loans,” Percy had mumbled, after celebrating his admission, still 
dazed from how Apollo had decided to show him what a real prostate 
massage looks like. “How much does my scholarship cover, again?” 


“Hm, I made sure they gave you sixty-percent, they wouldn’t accept more 
because of your GPA,” Apollo sighed. “However, I’m sure they’ | give in to 
the eighty-percent suggestion all those recommendation letters planted in 
their brains after you’re done with your first year, because you’re wonderful 
like that.” 


“Fuck,” Percy groaned, and threw his hands around until he made contact 
with Apollo to pull him into more cuddles. “Fuck, fucking marry me, oh my 
gods, I love you so fucking much—” 


Apollo made sure not to remind Percy that he said that, later. That’s an issue 
for the future-them, thank you very much. 


The face Percy made when Apollo drove him to Montauk and realized that 
it wasn’t just gonna be the five of them at his birthday, was, in all honesty, 
precious. His mouth dropped open, his eyebrows raised, his eyes went wide, 
and then he looked at Apollo and gestured at himself, as if asking this is my 
birthday ? 


Yeah, he’s a great boyfriend. He can brag. He deserves to brag, actually, 
because Percy’s the kinda guy that you can only find once every four- 
thousand-years—he would know, because he’s that old—and he won’t take 
any criticism about his need to let everyone know how happy and in love 
they are— 


“Apollo,” Percy comes up behind him, slipping his arm around his 
shoulders. He nods, his smile big and slightly tipsy, at Meg and Rachel, 
who are listening to his recounting of the masterful planning of Percy’s 
birthday party with amused, exasperated looks. “Stop bragging. Come kiss 
me and take a nap with me.” 


Apollo raises his eyebrows, lifting his sunglasses to look at him. “What, 
like, in the rental cabin?” 


“What? No,” Percy shakes his head, leans his weight more heavily into him 
until Apollo wraps his arm around his waist, holding him close. He excuses 
himself as he drags Percy away, ignoring Rachel’s cat-calls. “On the sand. 
It’s good. I promise. Super comfy.” 


“I’m sure it is,” Apollo giggles, and Percy giggles back, which is enough 
proof that he’s actually way past tipsy. “And you’re gonna sleep through the 
rest of your birthday party? Not even have cake?” 


“Oh, Pll have cake,” Percy snickers, and all but drops himself onto his 
towel when Apollo finds his spot, dragging him down with him until 
Apollo’s laying over his body, providing him shade from the sun. “Oh, 
super comfy.” 


“You’re so drunk, baby,” Apollo laughs, dropping a kiss against his nose. 
“Save some excitement for me later, hm?” 


“T’m always ready for you,” Percy says, which is sweeter than it has any 
right to be when he’s this drunk, but Apollo coos anyways. “Gods, the way 
you fucked me after I got that grade—” 


“Oh, let’s not talk about that,” Apollo snorts, covering Percy’s mouth with 
his hand, making him laugh as he pushes it off. “Your father is around, you 
know? And if he cuts my balls off, then that’s too bad for both of us—” 


“Whatever,” Percy runs a hand through his hair, and Apollo leans into the 
touch, smiling. “How come you came up with this whole thing anyways?” 


“TI told you I loved beach trips,” Apollo says, and watches Percy snort, 
tilting his head in a split-second of confusion before tilting his chin until 
their lips meet. It’s a slow, sensual kiss, long and heated, and Apollo draws 
back to settle a little better between Percy’s legs, leaning in to mumble 
more words of love against his skin, the Ancient Greek slipping from him 
almost by accident. “Beloved, beloved, my impossible—” 


“Wait,” Percy says, interrupting. Apollo raises his head to look at him, 
watching him frown. “I dreamed this.” 


Apollo raises his eyebrows. “Like, you just had a deja vu?” 


“No, I know I dreamed this. I’d forgotten about it,” Percy shakes his head, 
pouting. Then he shrugs. “Whatever. Beats me.” 


“You know, if you were having visions of the future—” 


“Ask me to join your cult another day,” Percy says, making him laugh. 
When their eyes meet, Percy hums, his smile widening a little. “You know, 
Athena made me another offer.” 


Apollo groans, burying his face against Percy’s neck. “Aren’t you already 
doing enough for us attending those solstice meetings? What more could 
she possibly want?” 


“It’s not like that,” Percy pauses, and Apollo closes his eyes, breathing in 
the scent of his skin. Gods, he loves him. He could breathe him in forever. 
“She told me I was being considered as Mr. D’s replacement to support 
Chiron.” 


All of Apollo’s brain processes stop at once. He raises his head to look at 
him. “What?” 


Percy just casually shrugs, licking his lips. “She said I could just wait until 
his punishment was over in a couple decades and take over from there, have 
a deal like Chiron’s. It sounds tempting.” 


“T—” Apollo tries to swallow a knot the size of potential immortality that 
just formed in his throat, but it’s quite difficult. “And you’re... okay with 
that?” 


“Dunno yet,” Percy snorts, shaking his head. Then, he meets Apollo’s eyes, 
and he doesn’t seem like he’s all that drunk anymore. They’re soft with 
love, bright with happiness, and Apollo has never seen anything as beautiful 
as them before. “Ask me again in twenty years, will you? Don’t forget.” 


He stares at Percy for a moment, and then Apollo laughs, laughs and then 
laughs some more. Holy shit. Leave it to Percy to be this casual. “I fucking 
love you, Perseus. You’re unbelievable.” 


“Thanks,” Percy winks at him. “Now, nap? Please? I meant it. Parties are 
exhausting.” 


They move their napping spot to inside the rental cabin, which is devoid of 
people, because, well, it’s quite small, and Apollo didn’t want to rent any 
other place that meant less to Percy. They settle in one of the beds, holding 
each other closely, and Apollo watches as Percy’s breath slowly evens out, 
delicate and rhythmically, until he’s fast asleep. 


Twenty years, huh? He thinks, closing his eyes, as well. 
Yeah. He can do that. 
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